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Out of Control – The Story of Harvey Carignan

From the side angle of his most recent mugshot, Harvey the Hammer (surely, not one of the better nicknames to be hung on the shoulders of a serial killer) still looks like the murderer he is. Flat of nose, shaven headed, protruding chin on his jowly, hanging face, this now old man still retains the features of a childhood nightmare.

But from front on, we see his eyes. They are overhung by flabby eyebrows, and sitting deep inside their sockets, seem dark and broody. There is a half-smile on his face. Not a smirk, not a smile of smugness, but a smile of acquiescence. The face lacks symmetry. One eye sits higher than the other, the nose is twisted to one side, no doubt the result of one or more of the many fracas that have littered his life. The lines dripping from his nose are of different lengths, the wobbling flesh they hold back a dull, dusky pink.

But it is the eyes which call you. Another of the monikers attached to this vicious rapist and killer is the ‘Want Ad Murderer’, because he would sometimes find his victims through ads placed in the local press. They are eyes full of want. Not desire, note, but need. From this front on view Harvey Carignan changes. He is the cuddly great grandfather who would envelope our kids in hugs and slobbery kisses. He is the man who knows he has little time left and is scared by that thought. Maybe even a man with regrets. We might feel for him. Almost.

Then again, perhaps we know more than those sad eyes tell us. Perhaps we know the real Harvey Carignan. A man who murdered at least five victims. Whose convictions are for attempted murder as well as murder itself, for assault, attempted rape, burglary, and sodomy. Can we still hold the slightest empathy for this man? Would doing so betray the memory of his victims, now long dead?

It is hard to say. For humans. Not, though, for the American justice system, which last turned down his attempt to gain parole in 2015, when Carignan was eighty-eight years old, and surely too frail to be a threat anymore. Were they right? Let us take a look at his case, and judge for ourselves.

Carignan was not – maybe is still not – of the soundest mind. That despite his faux interest in psychology that he has built up during his lonely hours locked away. He referred to himself as ‘An instrument of God, one who was acting under His personal instructions. Murder, rape, and mutilation are all part of a Grand Plan. God is a figure with a large hood, and you can’t see his face.’  This habit of referring to himself in the third person could easily be viewed as an attempt to shift guilt away from himself; shift it on to God, or on to this remote self. Perhaps to excuse guilt from his soul in any form at all.

Certainly, it was his excuse when caught, for a murder spree that included at least five women, and possibly up to eighteen. When looked at in the context of other crimes he committed, it does not stand up to even a passing scrutiny. Let us be clear. Harvey Carignan was either evil, or mad. Maybe he remains so today, and that explains the parole board’s unwillingness to consider his case.

He was born in 1927. May 18th was the day the world began to carry his burden. (Although, maybe not. Carignan himself is unsure of the exact date of his birth. Still, as he says, ‘it doesn’t make a hell of a lot of difference at this time in my life.’) The small city of Fargo, in North Dakota was his home for his early years. Although unsurprisingly his birth does not appear among the details of the city’s alumni, he is still possibly the most famous thing to come from this unremarkable place. The city was named after a director of the Northern Pacific Railroad, William G Fargo. It was a tough place. A frontier town filled with saloons and bordellos, its population of just 600 swelled by itinerant workers drawn by the new railroad.

Fargo was founded in 1871, but within twenty years had grown to a reasonable size – 8000 settlers were now drawn by its promise of cheap farming land, ground which was fertile enough to offer some return for any prepared to work hard. Wood framed buildings begin to replace the temporary tents which marked its initial days. A major fire swept through these wooden homes in 1893, destroying much of the fledgling city. They were replaced within a year, now with more substantial structures many of which still remain today. Despite attempts from the city board to attract visitors today there is not much more to say. Yes, a fine bridge marks one end of the city, but it is still a relatively poor place. Indeed, many would argue that the most significant event to take place between the fire of 1893 and the present day was the birth of a particular child in, probably, 1927.

Carignan’s early years were unimaginably tough. If he did indeed suffer from mental illness, it is not hard to trace its roots. If he was evil, again it is easy to see the most likely place from which that state emerged. His mother was just twenty, and unmarried, when she gave birth to a child who would become a monster. Few details remain regarding the woman, although we know that she did finally marry, by which time Harvey was three or four, and she had a second son who was much more the family favourite. Perhaps, not least, because she knew the name of his dad. 

The next information we have about young Harvey comes when he is six. It is 1933 and America is in the grips of the Great Depression. Harvey is not faring well. He is undersized and has a twitch which afflicts his face. Much is made of the facts that we also know he was a habitual bed wetter, and also enjoyed the company of a special friend called Paul. This friend was, though, imaginary. Certainly, many young children wet the bed, and many more become close to imaginary friends. However, given what happened later, we might conclude that Harvey was a child suffering. We do not know the details of this suffering – neglect, abuse, witness to domestic abuse – we can only surmise. However, by the age of eight it seems as though his biological mother had endured enough, and he was sent to live with his aunt and uncle. This was in Cavalier, North Dakota, one hundred and sixty miles to the south. He may as well have been banished to another country.

Any hope that the boy might receive love and care in the bosom of his aunt was short-lived. Within months he was back home and subject to the dubious attentions of his mother and, we believe, his stepfather. By ten he was still bed wetting daily, and was farmed out once more, this time to his grandmother. Now the full width of the state was positioned between mother and son. Perhaps it is not surprising that the boy made no progress there (not least, perhaps, because this grandmother’s own record at bringing up children was hardly exemplary). He was soon on the move again, to another aunt and then back to his mother. From there, institutionalisation beckoned, and he found himself in reform school.

It is impossible to understate just how disruptive a lifestyle such as this must be to any child, let alone one suffering clear developmental issues. Feeling so abandoned at such a vulnerable age must surely have aggravated his lack of self-esteem, no doubt already heightened by his bed wetting into early adolescence. Finally, Harvey did receive a diagnosis of sorts. Doctors decided that he was suffering from a neurological condition called Chorea. This unpleasant illness is named in somewhat bad taste after the Greek word for dancing because children with this condition twitch purposelessly and uncontrollably, suffering sessions when at rest and when sleeping.

The condition is also associated with depression, lack of concentration and behavioural disorders. It would certainly have added to the difficulties Harvey experienced when socialising with adults or peers. It is certainly not surprising given the lack of stability in his life that by the time he was eleven, he was stealing regularly, and thus ended up in reform school. It did not help his overall sense of self-worth that, according to his own accounts, he was subjected to sexual abuse by female staff when in there. His reports of this were, though, never substantiated. 

As soon as he was old enough, aged eighteen, Carignan joined the US army. It was while he was serving here, in Alaska, that he committed the first murder for which he was charged (whether he was already a killer by this point, we do not know for certain). Laura Showatler was fifty-seven years old and died as a result of numerous blows to the head. She had also been raped.

Within a couple of months of committing this crime, Carignan was at it again. His victim this time was called Dorcas Callen. She managed to escape and reported to police that she had been approached by a drunk soldier at seven o clock in the morning. He had pressured her and attempted to rape her, but she had escaped. 

Police arranged an identity line up and both Dorcas and an eyewitness to the attack, John Keith, named Carignan as the culprit. It was the start of a rapid downturn, if such a thing were possible, in the young soldier’s fortune. US Marshalls became involved and questioned the man about the murder of Laura Showatler.

Apparently, he confessed. But only orally. There was no written confession ever made. But Harvey was a ‘bad one’; in reform school from age eleven, stealing before his teens, abandoned by his parents and so on. There was strong evidence that he had attempted to rape another woman. In the post war boom the US was enjoying there was no place for such an outsider, and whether or not Carignan had indeed killed Laura, he was tried and easily convicted. In 1950 it seemed as though his short and unhappy time on earth was coming to a premature end. He was sentenced to death by hanging.

But that confession caused concerns in many quarters. Had it been genuinely obtained? Was it a true and proper confession? Or had Harvey made his statement because an officer keen to settle the case had promised he would avoid the death penalty if he admitted the crime? Had he indeed made such a confession? His lawyers thought not, and within a year his case was up before the Supreme Court, who ruled that the death sentence be voided. This appeal rested on the McNabb Mallory rule, which states that confessions must not be used in evidence if they are obtained when an unreasonably long period has passed between arrest and court appearance.

Nevertheless, the Supreme Court were still aware of the rape conviction against Dorcas, and he did not get away lightly. He was moved to the notorious Alcatraz prison, where he spent another eight years before being paroled in April 1960. He did not remain a free man for long. Within four months he had committed crimes of assault, attempted rape, and burglary. This time in Minnesota, and he was sentenced to two and a half years there, and another spell totalling more than six years for offences in Kansas. It is often said that prisons are breeding places for criminal behaviour. That certainly seemed to be the case with Carignan. He was released in under four years, and within six months was back inside once more. This time for burglary, committed in Washington State, where the authorities clearly seemed to have had enough of this one-man crime wave. He was sentenced to fifteen years in the notorious Walla Wall penitentiary.

But Carignan must have had some element of charm about him. Whilst inside he appeared to try to make something of himself, completing his High School Diploma and trying out some college courses. Less than four years into his fifteen-year stint he was paroled once more. Life, for a very short time, appeared to improve. Back on the outside he married – his wife (or perhaps ‘victim’ is a better term) was one Sheila Moran. The poor woman and her daughter soon discovered that the man about the house remained one keen to be about other people’s houses. Once more Carignan was arrested, and sent back to Walla Walla, this time for the combination of robbery and parole violation. He was never charged for the physical abuse he laid on Sheila, but she took the opportunity of his time in custody to launch a divorce claim for physical abuse. They had been together for less than a year.

Another factor in her need to get away from her new husband was his strange behaviour. Carignan was depressive, there is no doubt about that. Maybe Sheila could have lived with this if his sullen moods had not manifested themselves in violence and a strange need to get up in the middle of the night and drive for hours. His excuse that he ‘needed to be alone and think’ may have been true, but given that he refused to explain about what it was he was thinking, or where he was travelling to have these thoughts, Sheila became suspicious. Looking back, we can only speculate about what it was he was doing on those long drives. That some criminal behaviour was involved is a consideration which cannot be ignored.

For three years little was heard of from Carignan. Which is not to say that he was not active in a criminal sense. Indeed, it seems more than likely that his offending had returned to its highest forms of violence which he had, probably, inflicted on his victims back in Alaska during his army days.

However, he stayed off the radar of the authorities. Any hope that he had turned a corner in his life was, though, forlorn. On April 14th, 1972 he married for a second time, another divorcee with children of her own. The unfortunate woman was Alice Johnson, and the even more innocent victims were her son and daughter, Billy – who was eleven at the time – and his fourteen-year-old sister Georgia. Within two months of this man setting foot inside the family home, Billy was off to live with his real dad. He could no longer cope with the physical beatings laid on him by his new, presumably unwanted, stepfather. 

It is interesting, in a cold and calculating way, that it was Billy who bore the brunt of Carignan’s domestic violence. Was this in some way Harvey enacting the own abuse he suffered as a child? Or, was he unable to accept that a boy might be happy, and loved, within a family home? There is no doubt that Carignan was – is perhaps – a very, very bad man. The extent to which this stemmed from the abusive childhood he endured cannot be overstated.

Whether marriage turned his head, or whether he was already undertaking large scale serial killings, is something of which we cannot be absolutely sure. Giving him the benefit of a considerable doubt, there is no question that Carignan entered the most destructive phase of his already violence filled life. He was forty-five years old, beginning to bald, and perhaps believed that marriage gave him a gravitas to protect him against the crimes he was about to commit. Who knows? Harvey Carignan was not the most spectacular firework in the box when it came to brains. Even if he was among the deadliest when let off without careful supervision.

He had been married only just a little over three months when Virginia Piper disappeared. The wife of a wealthy CEO was released after payment of a million-dollar ransom. Whilst the alleged perpetrators were caught, their convictions were later squashed. Some speculate that she could have been a victim of Carignan’s. It seems unlikely, given that he was neither seen to suddenly splash around plenty of money, nor was it likely that he had the intelligence to plan such an audacious kidnapping, in broad daylight on a sumptuous estate. However, when Leslie Laura Brock, a nineteen-year-old from Bellingham, Washington, was found dead in October of the same year, Carignan seemed a likely culprit. The manner of her death fitted his modus operandi, she was hit several times over the head with what was probably a claw hammer. Later, a witness claimed to have seen her getting into a truck similar to the one Carignan owned. Meanwhile, his stepdaughter Georgia, just fifteen by now, was struggling to cope with the sickening advances Carignan was making towards her. In the end, she could live there no longer, and ran away. Within another six to eight months, Alice decided to leave her abusive husband. He was arrested for assaulting her in early July 1973 and enough was enough.

Between the death of Laura Brock and the final attack on his wife, two other women went missing, one no more than a girl. Kathy Sue Miller was a teenager – just fifteen years old – looking to earn some pocket money from working a part time job. She had answered an advertisement in a local paper seeking an assistant to work in a service station. The man who was leasing the station was Harvey Carignan, and when Kathy showed up to be interviewed, he sexually abused and killed the terrified young girl. Her body, naked and wrapped carelessly in a sheet of plastic, was not found until several months later. Two boys had been hiking in a reserve near Everett, Washington, when they made their gruesome discovery. Kathy’s head with peppered by holes. They had been made with blows from a claw hammer. 

Kathy’s death was on May 1st, 1973. On June 28th Mary Townsend was waiting for a bus when she was attacked from behind and knocked unconscious. She woke to discover herself in a vehicle with a man approaching middle age who demanded sex. Mary was older – 47 – and more worldly than Kathy and managed to leap from the vehicle. Although she had seen her attacker clearly, he remained at large.

Jerri Billings was only thirteen years old when she made the foolish decision to hitch a lift; the driver who stopped was no knight in a shining silver van, but Carignan. He forced the child to perform sex acts on him and then began to beat her with the hammer. Something, though, caused him to stop before he killed his young victim, and he released her. Terrified, she ran home but did not reveal the cause of her injuries or the details of her ordeal until many months later.

Still the attacks continued. Carignan was like a man possessed. The Jerri Billings’ attack took place in September 1973. A year later, in August 1974 Ellen Hunley disappeared. What is remarkable here is that Hunley was Carignan’s ex-girlfriend. He had picked her up as she hitchhiked in Minnesota
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