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Old-fashioned police work

In December 1985, a narcotics detective was shot and killed in the driveway of his farm in Pueblo, Colorado, where he lived with his five children and his wife, Donna Yaklich. Initially, authorities suspected Dennis’ death was linked to his work in law enforcement, but a tip led them to two teenage shooters – and eventually, back to Dennis’ wife, Donna.

However, attorneys for Donna Yaklich argued that Dennis had been beating his wife. The murder, they claimed, was a battered woman’s desperate attempt to escape a lifetime of abuse – or potentially becoming a murder victim herself, like Dennis’ first wife, who is thought to have died of a diet drug overdose in 1977.

Yaklich was finally acquitted of first-degree murder after a mistrial and a second trial that has been described as “grueling,” but was convicted on the charge of conspiracy for hiring gunmen to kill her husband. Her sentence was forty years in prison, but was released to a halfway house in 2005, after serving close to eighteen years.

The young men Yaklich had hired to carry out the murder were also arrested and sentenced. Charles Greenwell, who was only 16 when the crime was committed, received a sentence of twenty years while his brother Eddie, who had been 25, received thirty years.

However, while Yaklich’s claims of abuse weren’t enough to get her off on the premise of self-defence, they did encourage authorities to reopen their investigation into the death of Barbara Yaklich. According to a cold case team, the investigation was “incomplete.”

“This case needed some good, old-fashioned police work,” said team lead Steve Johnson, with the Colorado Bureau of Investigation. “In my opinion, I have seen better documented traffic accidents.”

Discrepancies were found in the autopsy report, which originally claimed Barbara had fainted from taking diet pills. When her body-builder husband, Dennis, tried “energetically” to resuscitate her, she suffered bleeding in her abdomen. However, administering CPR is not an appropriate reaction to fainting – and as a police officer trained in CPR, Dennis would have known this.

Still, there was apparently no examination of the potential crime scene, and when Dennis was asked to take a polygraph to support his defense, he refused.

Denver-area pathologist Michael Doberson determined that the conclusions in the report were “very unusual” – the internal damage Barbara had suffered, he claimed, was more likely caused by a blow to the abdomen. Doberson included his findings in a letter to Johnson dated in 2005, stating that in his opinion, “the entire scenario is simply not credible.” A second forensic pathologist concurred with Doberson’s conclusions.

According to reports, Barbara’s liver tore open and her abdomen was quickly filled with more than 2,000 millilitres of blood – nearly 40 per cent of her total blood volume, and more than twice as much as is typical in a victim of a fatal car accident.

Investigators are now considering her death as “suspicious,” with the tear caused by a blunt force trauma consistent with “punches and knee drops to the upper abdomen,” according to pathologist Stephen Cina. However, the autopsy report showed no other indications that would reveal a pattern of abuse – no recorded discoloration, bruising, or external signs of beatings.

While the investigation into Barbara’s death is now complete, the case hasn’t been closed. According to the coroner and the Pueblo County Sheriff, the public deserves answers to the questions that have been raised.

The family man

Donna Yaklich met Dennis and his children only a few months after Barbara’s death. According to Yaklich, the plan was to move in with the family for the summer and help him get the kids back into their home, since they were temporarily staying with Dennis’ mother.

“I had no expected to fall in love with the children, who so desperately needed someone,” Yaklich said. “They were grieving for their mother, so I couldn’t bear to leave them.”

Barbara had died on Valentine’s Day, and had “appeared fine” as her children left for school that morning. However, an hour later, Barbara was dead – and Dennis was the only person who had been with her as she died. According to some reports, there are members of the community who do continue to question Dennis’ involvement in the death of his first wife, including at least one of his former co-workers.

“Dennis’ fellow officers knew he was out of control, but they also knew when they needed him he would be the first to go through the door,” Yaklich said. “No one who worked with him would go against him.”

It was this feeling of hopelessness that eventually led Yaklich to hire gunmen to kill her husband, in an effort to finally end the ongoing abuse. She’d moved in with Dennis when she was only 22 and he was 30. The children were aged 3, 9, 11, and 12 – and she immediately fell into the role of step-mother, despite the abuse which began only a month after Yaklich moved in. She said she attempted to leave a few times, but always went back.

“I feared Dennis, but at the same time I felt at home with him because I had grown up in an abusive environment,” Yaklich said. “I fell into the trap of thinking if I could make everything perfect for him, he wouldn’t get mad at me or at the kids. Dennis’ threats to kill me or kill someone I loved if I ever left again kept me there.”

Dennis even threatened to use his access to federal law enforcement agents against Yaklich, telling her that she’d never be able to get away from him – these agents were capable of fiding anyone, anywhere. Eventually, she said, “I lost myself. I lost hope.”

“I became very depressed and mad at myself because I had no trusted my instincts about leaving the relationship when the abuse started,” Yaklich said. “Suicidal thoughts became an answer. Then came homicidal thoughts.”

Looking back, Yaklich admitted that she wished she had listened to those first instincts, but eventually came to a point where she no longer cared. However, she said she has been working on bettering herself since being convicted and sentenced.

“Being in prison is similar to the prison I put myself in while I was married to Dennis,” she said. “However, prison is also what you make of it, so I’ve enrolled in educational programs, had therapy, and also taken care of myself. Things I should have done in society.”

A professional abuser

At a menacing 6’5” and 280 pounds, Dennis Yaklich was a competitive weightlifter who continuously used steroids to supplement his workouts – despite the fact that they also enhanced his aggressive tendencies. While the officers who worked with him conceded that he was always the go-to guy for breaking down a door or clearing a room, he was difficult to manage. In fact, when he did become confrontational, even a supervisor threatened to shoot him because they had no other way to defend themselves.

A former partner once stated that he felt he always had to “clean up after Dennis,” and other co-workers have admitted they “dreaded” working with Dennis, because of his aggressive and unpredictable behaviour. Some of his closest colleagues have even confessed that Dennis displayed some “abusive tactics” on the job – while denying the complaints of citizens against him.

Yaklich endured what can only be described as domestic terrorism. While the physical abuse, which included slapping, choking, kicking, and pushing her down stairs as well as sadistic sexual assaults, was indeed disabling and troubling, the psychological abuse was almost worse. According to Yaklich, the threat of death loomed constantly – Dennis would put his gun to her head and threaten to kill her, point his finger at her in the shape of a gun and blow on it after miming shooting her with it, and even beating her under the cover of darkness so she wouldn’t be able to prepare for the blows.

The physical abuse has been corroborated by a number of independent witnesses, including a mailman who reported seeing bruises on Yaklich’s face, and a telephone repairman who had been called in twice to fix phones after Dennis had yanked them out of the wall in a fit of rage. 

Following Yaklich’s arrest, the repairman spoke with detectives investigating Dennis’ death and said the bruises he had seen on Yaklich’s neck and cheek were so prominent, he noticed them “at a glance.” The detective inquired how the repairman could recall the incident so vividly, and he admitted that in his line of work, he sees “a lot of things like that in the low income areas and the projects, but I was shocked to see a cop’s wife all bruised up like she was.”

Cries unheard

Yaklich’s first documented attempt for police intervention came in 1982, when she called Dennis’ partner to explain that Dennis was “out of control” and threatening to kill her. The detective advised her to leave right away, but she said she was too afraid – if she left, she said, Dennis had told her he would kill her entire family, starting with her father.

Believing that Yaklich was in fear for her life, the detective immediately went to inform his supervisor about the call he’d received about his partner. According to the detective, the supervisor had gestured to indicate that he should just forget the call – it was none of their business – and the incident went unreported. 

It was then that Yaklich realized that trying to get help from the police would be completely futile, and she would need to seek support elsewhere.

The next year, in November of 1983, Yaklich endured a short and traumatic visit with a psychologist. After Yaklich “sobbed uncontrollably” through the entire session, the psychologist recommended she leave her husband – but failed to offer her suggestions to muster the courage needed to do so, or what steps she could take to do it safely.

Since Yaklich was required to provide her abusive husband with detailed accounts of where she spent all her time, there was no way for her to continue therapy with regular appointments. She never went back for another session.

A few months later, Yaklich escaped to a battered women’s shelter in Denver, in February of 1984. Dennis pleaded with her to come home, and even went so far as to promise that he would try to change – and because she was ashamed to go back to him again, Yaklich told the counselors that she was leaving the state.

Still, the abuse hadn’t stopped another year later. Early in 1985, Yaklich tried talking to friends and family members – telling them she needed advice because Dennis was going to kill her. These claims were shrugged off by everyone she turned to, and the abuse began to escalate. 

Feeling as though she had no other options, Yaklich began looking for an opportunity to kill herself. Her attempts failed, however, when she realized she would be abandoning her young son and step-children with their abusive father – and after witnessing the struggles of Barbara’s children as they grieved the loss of their mother, she was unable to force that situation on her own child.

Later that year, the Pueblo Sheriff’s Department received a 911 call from Yaklich’s mother. One of the step-children had called Yaklich’s parents after hearing what they thought was Dennis pushing Yaklich through a plate glass window. While it turned out that the noise was caused by just a bowl hitting the floor, the officers who responded barely acknowledged Yaklich. 

In fact, their inspection of the situation involved a brief conversation with Dennis followed by a tour of the gym Dennis was building on the property. The situation only reinforced Yaklich’s desperate situation on the other side of the blue line – living in fear of an abusive spouse with no support or protection from the authorities.

Finally, on December 12, 1985, one of Yaklich’s friends finally responded to her pleas for help. A neighbour, Eddie Greenwell, waited at the Yaklich family’s farm with his younger brother, Charles, into the early morning hours. When Dennis returned home after working a night shift, the brothers shot and killed him. Yaklich was inside the house, sleeping.

According to court documents, Yaklich had “approached several people” in an attempt to have her husband killed, and had met with Eddie Greenwell many times over a period of eight months. The Greenwell brothers were paid $4,200 in installments after the murder was committed – although the brothers testified they had been promised $45,000.

The story of the tragic marriage was detailed in a made-for-television movie called Cries Unheard: The Donna Yaklich Story. The film was released in 1994 and starred former Charlie’s Angel Jaclyn Smith as Yaklich. 

A disturbing conflict of interest

After Dennis was killed, the Pueblo Police Department – Dennis’ employer – carried out an investigation into his death, despite the fact that the murder actually took place in the jurisdiction of the Pueblo Sheriff’s Office. Lead roles in the inquiry were awarded to narcotics detectives – Dennis’ partners. 

The District Attorney was also a personal friend of Dennis’, and even admitted to being a material witness in his own case. At the time of the trial, DA Sandstrom was wrapped up in a highly contested election – and this clear political agenda, combined with the attempts of the police department to hide its role in Yaklich’s abuse and ultimately, Dennis’ death, indicate incredible prejudice against Yaklich from the very beginning.

Not that Yaklich was surprised. After attempting to secure the help of police several times during the course of her abusive marriage, it was obvious to Yaklich that law enforcement was not on her side.

Still, the jury acquitted Yaklich of the charge of first-degree murder. Several jurors even thought Yaklich deserved to be acquitted of all charges, but felt intimidated by the Pueblo Police Department – and feared potential retaliation. Instead, the jury voted guilty on the charge of conspiracy to commit murder, believing that the fair-minded judge would give the battered wife the minimum sentence of eight years.

The probation supervisor who had conducted Yaklich’s pre-sentencing investigation testified that Yaklich would be an “excellent candidate” for sentencing alternatives outside of the Department of Corrections, and gave the court his recommendation for the minimum sentence. His testimony affirmed the sense of desperation Yaklich claimed to be struggling with.

“I really felt that whether they did what she wanted done, to have Dennis killed, or whether Dennis found out and killed her, it didn’t matter,” he said. “She was at a point in her life where either was satisfactory.”

However, the late Judge Seavy who presided over the trial chose to overlook the circumstances leading to Dennis’ murder and remanded Yaklich to the Department of Corrections for a sentence of forty years. According to the judge, Yaklich “started this whole scenario,” and therefore deserved to serve a period of time “in excess of the longest Greenwell’s sentence.”

“We cannot overlook the fact that Yaklich’s participation in the death of her husband was not merely peripheral,” stated court documents. “Had it not been for Yaklich, the Greenwells would not have been involved in this murder. Thus, in our view, we would be establishing poor public policy if Yaklich were to escape punishment by virtue of an unprecedented application of self-defense while the Greenwells were convicted of murder.”

Still, the jurors were shocked and horrified by the severity of Judge Seavy’s harsh sentence. More than half of the serving jurors submitted letters expressing their disappointment with the resulting sentence to a judge who presided over Yaklich’s sentencing reconsideration a few years later. These letters were dismissed by that judge, however, who felt “that they must not allow for personal sympathy to influence their decision.” Several of the jurors who served on the initial trial event went on to diligently advocate for Yaklich’s early release, eighteen years later.

According to Dr. Lenore Walker, who counseled and evaluated Yaklich and provided expert testimony at her trial, Judge Seavy was “using the court and a woman’s life to express his own ignorance of a battered woman’s plight.”

The conspiracy

According to court documents, Yaklich did receive payments totalling more than $250,000 under her late husband’s three life insurance policies – leading to a theory that the motivation that pushed her to arrange her husband’s death was to obtain this insurance money. The defense argued that Yaklich suffered from “battered woman syndrome,” and that the conspiracy to commit murder was a “justifiable act of self-defence ... committed under duress resulting from years of physical and psychological battering by her husband.”

“Yaklich lived in a constant state of fear of her husband,” the defense argued. “At the time of his death, she believed she was in imminent danger of being killed by him or receiving great bodily injury from him.”

The defense went on to explain that many battered women are unable to safely leave their abusive spouses – and in fact, the abuse often escalates as a result of a separation. Abusers have also been known to pursue their victims after they’ve left, subjecting them to “brutal attacks.”

“Additionally, battered women may not psychologically or emotionally have the alternative of leaving the abuser because of their low self-esteem, their emotional and economic dependency, the absence of another place to go, and the woman’s legitimate fear of the abuser’s response to her leaving,” stated the defense. “Battered women become trapped in their own fear and often feel that their only recourse is to kill the batterer or be killed.”

Several people involved with the case, including District Attorney Sandstrom, have stated that if Yaklich had gone ahead and committed the murder herself, “she would have walked.” However, the DA and many others also question the validity of Yaklich’s testimony, including that Dennis was abusing her – maintaining the theory that Yaklich conspired to have him killed just to receive the insurance money.

The DA even stated that “if she had shot him herself, there would be no issue” – leading some to wonder if Sandstrom sees money as an acceptable motive for murder, as long as you follow through with it on your own. 

Like most battered women, Yaklich both loved and hated her husband. Killing him herself would have been difficult, as she was afraid that as soon as she pointed a gun at him to save herself and her children, the love she had for him would “override her fear of him,” and cause her to second-guess her decision. The ramifications from that could have bene deadly.

Another concern for Yaklich was her husband’s established persona of invincibility – one he had carefully instilled in her over years of repeated psychological and physical abuse. Not only did Yaklich struggle to trust in her own ability to kill her husband, she struggled to believe that he would ever really die.

One of the prosecution’s expert witnesses, Dr. Alice Brill, said in her testimony that Yaklich didn’t meet the traditional profile of a battered woman. These women, according to Brill, generally kill their spouses with little premeditation and show little interest in pursuing relationships with other men – while Yaklich spent at least ten months planning her husband’s murder, and had had at least one extramarital affair about a year before Dennis was killed.

Dennis’ children also continue to question Yaklich’s testimony, stating
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