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Elmer Wayne Henley

Elmer Wayne Henley was born on May 9, 1956, to Elmer Wayne Henley Sr. and Mary Henley in Houston, Texas. Henley’s home was chaotic and abusive, as Henley Sr. was an alcoholic who often physically assaulted his wife and sons. Henley, the oldest of four sons, strived to achieve good grades in school, and despite the constant abuse, he was an exceptional student at first. However, his parents’ divorce in 1970 sparked a significant change in their home, and this subsequently impacted Henley’s grades. His mother, a cashier at a parking lot, gained custody of the four children, which created a dire financial situation in the home. Henley began working part-time to supplement the family’s income, and this took his focus away from school, and his grades dropped significantly. 

While in high school, Henley became friends with David Owen Brooks, a student one year his senior. The two became fast friends, and often played truant together. At 15, Henley finally dropped out of school, choosing to keep working the menial jobs he could get at the time. By this time, Brooks had introduced Henley to a man over twice their age, Dean Arnold Corll. Corll was an electrician at the Houston Lighting & Power Company, and his work was to test electrical relay systems. Despite the oddity of the friendship between the two teenage boys and 32-year-old Corll, nobody batted an eyelid. Corll was known as the “Candy Man” and “Pied Piper” because of the candy business he had operated with his mom over the years. He was known to offer free candy to children in the neighborhood, and he was often seen in the presence of young children. Many parents in the Houston Heights neighborhood, where Brooks, Corll and Henley resided, assumed that the relationship between the three was cemented by the fact that the teenagers viewed Corll as a surrogate father.

However, the relationship among the three was less innocent than was believed. Following his introduction to Corll sometime in 1971, by the end of the year, Henley spent a lot of his free time in Corll’s company. Corll told Henley that he was part of organized theft, and the three spent time cruising around neighborhoods smoking marijuana as they planned out which addresses to burglarize. Following the burglaries, Henley would receive small sums of money from Corll. At one point during their plans, Corll brandished a large knife and asked Henley whether he would be willing to kill someone if he was cornered. Henley quickly replied “yes,” and later explained in an interview that “ego would dictate that.”

The Murder of Dean Arnold Corll

On August 3, 1973, at 8:24 a.m., the Pasadena Police Department received a frantic call about a shooting. The person on the other side of the phone call told operator Velma Lines, “Y'all better come here right now! I just killed a man!” According to the caller, the shooting had occurred at 2020 Lamar Drive, Pasadena. Uniformed patrol officer Jerry Jamison was the first responder at the scene. As he parked near the house, he saw three teenagers sitting on the curb outside the home. He walked up to the three, and that was when he noticed the small caliber pistol lying on the driveway. When he reached the teens, one of them blurted, “I just killed a man. He’s in the house.” 

Detective Sergeant David Mullican had just reported for his shift at Pasadena Homicide when his lieutenant assigned him the 2020 Lamar Drive case. He immediately drove to the scene, where he found the three teenagers still sitting on the curb, with an officer holding an empty .22 caliber pistol. He talked to the three teens – Elmer Wayne Henley, Rhonda Williams, and Timothy Kerley. Henley stated that he had shot the man in the house, and stated that he was lying in the hallway. Following the confession, Henley was put inside a patrol vehicle, and Mullican went into the house to investigate the scene.

Facedown in the hallway outside a small bedroom was the naked body of a man, his feet tangled in a telephone cord. His back and left shoulder were riddled with bullets, and his face was pressed up against the wall. In the bedroom, Mullican noted the various sexual objects and pieces of evidence. The floor of the room was covered in plastic sheeting, and there was a plywood torture board (measuring 8 by 3 inches) which handcuffs attached to nylon rope at two corners, with the other two corners having nylon rope only. As they searched the house, they discovered eight more handcuffs, a number of dildos, a roll of plastic sheeting matching the one on the floor, a radio rigged to a pair of dry cells, lengths of rope, binding tape, petroleum jelly, thin glass tubes, and an electric motor with loose wires attached. Parked in the garage was a Ford Econoline whose windows were completely blacked out with opaque blue curtains. In the back of the van was even more evidence – a wooden box resembling a casket with air holes drilled into the sides, a beige piece of rug with soil stains, and a length of rope. The walls of the van had several rings and hooks, and in the backyard, Mullican found another wooden box similar to the one in the van.

Unsure of what to make of the bizarre scene, Mullican called in the forensic experts. By this time, the victim had been identified as 33-year-old Dean Arnold Corll. The three teenagers were taken to the police station and placed in different interview rooms. It was clear that Henley was the shooter, following several outbursts, including “I don't care who knows about it! I have to get it off my chest!” after he was read his Miranda rights. When Mullican interviewed Henley, the teenager was more than willing to recount the events leading up to the shooting. According to Henley, he had known Corll for a couple of years, and he had brought a number of his friends to Corll’s home in Houston Heights before he moved to Pasadena. They would party, often indulging in alcohol and drugs, mainly marijuana and sometimes “huffing” – sniffing glue, paint fumes, or other substances. On August 7, 1973, 16-year-old Henley had brought 19-year-old Timothy Cordell Kerley to Corll’s home on 2020 Lamar Drive to party. They had spent their time huffing, until sometime after midnight when the two teenagers decided to get some sandwiches. Kerley drove the pair back to Houston Heights, where they both lived, and he parked Volkswagen near Henley’s home. As he exited the car, Henley heard a commotion coming from the house across the street, where 15-year-old Rhonda Louise Williams lived. We walked towards the home, and met up with Williams, who had been physically assaulted by her drunken father earlier in the evening. She readily accepted Henley’s invitation to go party at Corll’s house, and the three teens piled back into the car, Williams sitting in the back.

When they got back to 2020 Lamar Drive at around 3 a.m., Corll was not happy to see that Henley had brought a girl back to the house with them. However, he allowed the trio into the house before asking Henley to the kitchen for a private discussion. Speaking about Williams’ presence, Corll told Henley that he had “ruined everything” by bringing her to the house. In a bid to appease Corll, Henley explained that Williams had gotten into an argument with her father and that she didn’t want to go back home. Seemingly calm, Corll went into the living room and supplied the three teenagers with paint, marijuana, and alcohol. The trio drank and smoked, with Henley and Kerley also huffing, as Corll watched them. About two hours later, the three teenagers had passed out.

When they came to, Henley was on his stomach, with Corll snapping a pair of handcuffs onto his wrists. He saw Kerley and Williams lying beside him, facedown into the floor, securely bound with nylon rope and gagged with tape. Kerley was stripped naked. When Corll noticed that Henley was awake, he removed the gag, and as Henley weakly protested Corll’s actions, the older man told Henley that he was still angry at him for bringing the girl into the house, telling him, “Man, you blew it bringing that girl.” He then shouted: “I'm gonna kill you all! But first I'm gonna have my fun!” explaining that he was going to torture Kerley first. He kicked Williams in the chest repeatedly before pulling Henley to his feet and dragging him to the kitchen. There, Corll placed a .22 caliber pistol to Henley’s stomach and threatened to shoot him. For the next thirty minutes, Henley pleaded with Corll, asking him to release him, and promised to participate in the torture and murder. When he’d woken up, Henley had known that Corll was prepared to rape him and Kerley, and he needed to save himself. Eventually, Corll agreed and removed Henley’s handcuffs. The two headed back to where Kerley and Williams were, and Corll carried the two teenagers into his bedroom, where his torture board was waiting.

Williams was tied to one side of the torture board, on her back, while Kerley was tied on the other side, lying on his stomach. Once they were secured, Corll handed Henley a hunting knife and told him to cut away Williams’ clothing. He maintained that Henley was to rape, torture and kill Williams while he did the same to Kerley. Both teenagers were awake at this point, with Kerley writhing and shouting as Corll began torturing and sexually assaulting him. Henley had removed Williams’ gag, and as he cut away her clothes, she asked him, “Is this for real?” to which he simply replied, “Yes.” “Are you going to do anything about it?” Williams asked. Henley then turned to Corll and asked if he could take Williams into another room, but Corll ignored him. Henley then reached out and grabbed the pistol as he shouted, “You've gone far enough, Dean!” As Corll started distancing himself from Kerley, Henley added: “I can't go on any longer! I can't have you kill all my friends!”

Corll, seemingly unfazed by the gun in Henley’s hand, began advancing towards the teen and taunting him, “Kill me, Wayne!” Henley took a few steps back, but Corll still advanced, telling him, “You won't do it!” Henley then fired, the first bullet hitting Corll on the forehead. The small caliber bullet failed to penetrate the skull, and Corll kept advancing towards Henley. He shot two more times, both bullets hitting Corll’s left shoulder. As Corll ran out of the room, Henley fired three more times, the bullets slamming into Corll’s lower back and shoulder. He died in the hallway just outside the bedroom, his body in the position the police found him in. With Corll dead, Henley rushed and untied his friends, and the trio began discussing what to do next. Henley told Kerley and Williams that they could leave, but Kerley maintained that they needed to call the police. Henley picked up the telephone directory and called the Pasadena Police Department.

As Mullican listened to Henley’s account of events, he maintained that they sounded believable. When Kerley and Williams both provided statements with details matching those provided by Henley, police and prosecutors agreed that the shooting was a simple case of self-defense and defense of third persons. 

The Houston Mass Murders

Investigators were getting ready to wrap up the case, but Henley’s statement was far from over. The 17-year-old began recounting a tale so bizarre that police remained skeptical the entire time. According to Henley, Corll had been raping, torturing, and killing teenage boys for several years. He maintained that the bodies were buried in various locations, including a boat shed in south Houston. He stated that Corll had a warehouse full of bodies – a statement investigators believed was not only improbable, but entirely fictional. Despite their obvious disbelief, Henley continued with his confession, stating that many of the boys who had been killed were from the Houston Heights neighborhood, where Corll had lived for a number of years. As detectives asked him more questions about the murders and the victims, Henley quickly rattled off three names – Marty Ray Jones, Charles Cobble, and David Hilligiest. One detective noted the names and walked out of the interview room. He called the Houston Homicide Department to confirm whether the three boys were actually missing. When the Houston detective confirmed that there were open missing persons’ files on all the three boys, the Pasadena detective apprised the Houston department of what was transpiring in their interview room. Since the missing boys were from the Houston jurisdiction, a number of officers and detectives were dispatched to Pasadena to assist in the investigation.

That afternoon, Henley, together with detectives from both the Pasadena and Houston precincts, made their way to a southwest storage facility located in south Houston. The facility featured a series of sheds made of metal, and were usually used to store boats, vehicles, or junk. Henley walked over to unit number 11, the detectives close on his heels. He maintained that there were bodies buried inside the shed, but detectives thought it was unlikely. Still, one detective went into the office and spoke to the manager, asking her who unit 11 was rented to. She checked the records and promptly responded, “Dean Corll.” She explained that Corll usually came to the storage unit multiple times a week, usually twice or thrice. The unit was locked, and the manager agreed to open it for them. As they walked to the shed, the manager explained that Corll was a nice man who had been renting the boat shed for almost two years, and that he had recently inquired about renting a second unit. When they got to the unit, she handed over the right key and stood aside as an officer unlocked the padlock and opened the shed. One detective noticed that Henley had turned white as a sheet when the shed was opened.

Inside, the shed featured a dirt floor that was partially covered by carpet. There were shovels, an old stripped out car, shoes, jackets, bicycles, sacks of lime, and other junk. There were a number of raised placed in the ground that looked freshly dug up. Trustees from the local jail had been brought along to help with the digging, and they chose a spot close to the door. They hadn’t dug far when they found a layer of white powder, which was identified as lime. Six inches below the ground surface, one of the shovels hit something hard. Not willing to damage evidence, the trustees were asked to slowly and carefully remove the dirt to reveal what was underneath. They uncovered a body of a young person wrapped in clear plastic sheeting – the same kind found in Corll’s bedroom – with a cord tightly wound around his neck. One thing was clear: Henley’s outrageous story was true.

David Owen Brooks and the Recovery of More Bodies

Detectives called the County Medical Examiner and a team of forensic experts to the scene. It wasn’t long before the press got wind of the discovery at the boat shed. Once the forensic team was at the scene, the floor of the boatshed was sectioned off in grids, and systematic digging began. It wasn’t long before a second body was uncovered, more decomposed than the first. However, it was clear that the body was that of a young person. Following the second discovery, the Houston Homicide detectives began gathering files of teenage boys who had disappeared over the past few years. The stack of files quickly grew, with almost 50 cases stemming from the Houston Heights alone. As the digging continued, Mullican gave Henley permission to call his mother using a car phone of one journalist. As the tape rolled, Henley could be clearly heard shouting into the phone, “Mama, its Wayne. Mama, I killed Dean.” This video was played in the evening news, and quickly became a nationwide sensation. By midnight, eight bodies had been uncovered in the boatshed, and they were sent to the Medical Examiner’s Office for autopsy and identification. The bodies were mostly buried on top of one another, as they would uncover soil, a layer of lime, a body, then soil, another layer of lime, and yet another body. With each discovery, investigators were sure of two things – there was no way Corll had acted alone, and Henley was not just an innocent bystander. 

Henley was taken to the Houston Police Department for another interview, where he revealed that he had become acquainted with Corll when he was 14 years old, and that he had become a procurer for Corll. He stated that he would lure young boys to Corll’s house under the pretense that they were going to party, and that there would be marijuana and other drugs. Despite his ready admission about luring the victims, he maintained that he took no part in the abuse, torture, and murder of any of the victims. However, he admitted he was sometimes present when it happened.

On the morning of August 9, 1973, building contractor Alton Brooks walked into Houston Homicide and stated that his 18-year-old son, David Owen Brooks, had a statement to make pertaining to the bodies found in the boatshed.  In the interview room, Brooks told detectives that he had helped Henley procure boys for Corll, but that he had nothing to do with the killings. However, he stated that Henley had a much active participation in the murders than he was letting on. By this time, Detective Sergeant Mullican had developed a rapport with Henley, and
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