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PREFACE

I don’t know exactly when my grandmother started believing in ghosts. It was certainly after my grandfather had died, when she was living alone for the first time in her life. Early on, the stories teetered between noteworthy and eerie: She’d wake up to a figure standing at the foot of her bed, or she’d round a corner just in time to see something dart out of sight. But, as she grew older, the visions became more permanent fixtures in her home.

Of her cadre of ghosts, there were two who were my favorites. First, was the ghost of a man who my gramma insisted lived in a ceiling air vent. The man, she explained, was a doctor whose primary trade was making wooden legs for babies. My grandmother spoke with admiration about his job, although she admitted that the doctor was so busy that he didn’t pay her too many visits. Her most frequent guest was a young girl who was completely mute and always getting into trouble. The way my gramma would tell it, this little girl would overturn pillows, break certain items, and hide others. And, whenever it seemed like she might get in trouble, the girl would dash from the room. Every so often, the little girl would make an appearance when I was present, causing my gramma’s eyes to wet with a discernible tenderness. I didn’t have to see the girl to understand how much my grandmother believed in her.

The girl provided my grandmother with company and, at times, entertainment. Her presence also afforded my gramma the opportunity to feel like a caregiver—a role that she played for most of her life. When talking to my grandmother about her visions, I often found myself ignoring the legitimacy of the ghosts, instead preferring to celebrate the fact that they seemed to add something different—something good—to my gramma’s days.

Here are two things that I’m neglecting to mention: At the time she was seeing these figures, my grandmother had glaucoma and Alzheimer’s. The glaucoma had grown worse as she aged, and near the end of her life, she was seeing in swirls as opposed to pixels. As for her dementia, she used to equate it to the sound of wood breaking in her brain, where her memories and thoughts were splintering without her being able to stop the destruction. In speaking with a doctor friend about her visions, I learned that the little girl my grandmother saw was likely her own reflection. Apparently this is a relatively common occurrence among people with dementia, whose brains are scrambling to attach meaning to things as the world makes less and less sense. My gramma was, in essence, a mystery maker.

Mysteries, at their very heart, exist alongside illogical situations, happenstances, and events. Sometimes we don’t want to arm ourselves with enough information to actually solve what is so puzzling—we want, actually, to preserve the mystery. Other times, the mystery itself is less engaging than untangling the mess that created it.

Rooted in oral tradition, mysteries need an audience. My gramma’s living with ghosts was not necessarily perplexing to her, and instead only became mysterious when she shared it with those of us who did not share her reality. When a mystery is told over and over, it is grows into a myth. The relationship between mysteries and myths is one of origin and progeny. Essentially, myths are born out of mysteries that are worth telling again and again, which leads us to Pennsylvania and the stories that follow.

Accounting for Pennsylvania’s 46,058 square miles, we visit seven different counties, spending time inside of prisons and mines, working alongside of innovators and vigilantes, and chasing unidentified killers and murderers. Whether these myths are real or imagined, unfortunate, secretive, or legendary, they have become embedded into the culture, history, and geography of the state. Welcome to tales of Pennsylvania’s Unsolved Crimes, Unfathomable Conditions, Unfinished Business, Unclear Intentions, and Unsung Heroes.


CHAPTER 1

Unsolved Crimes: Frankford’s Slasher

In the city, asphalt boils as summer temperatures keep pace with the rising sun; the heat intensifies with hurried bodies in motion. On the morning of August 26, 1985, two Southeastern Pennsylvania transportation authority workers reported to the yard of the Frankford, Pennsylvania, elevated train, likely bracing for the heat of the day. What they found would make them stop dead on the tracks.

Splayed across the railroad tiles was the body of Helen Patent, wearing nothing from the waist down. The fifty-two-year-old’s legs were outstretched and pried open; her shirt was pulled up so that her breasts were exposed. Slashed and stabbed forty-seven times, Patent’s head and chest were littered with knife marks, the deepest of which stretched across her stomach causing her body to spill out onto itself. It was later discovered that she had been sexually assaulted prior to her death.

Within a day, police had pieced together Ms. Patent’s history. Her official residence was with her ex-husband in Parkland, Pennsylvania, some eleven miles northwest of Frankford, although Kermit Patent didn’t indicate that they spent much time together there. In fact, police found that most believed that Helen was a full-time resident of Frankford (a town located eight miles northeast of Philadelphia), as she was a familiar face at its local bars. Police were able to rule out Helen’s husband as a suspect in the gruesome murder. The investigation hit a quick standstill; not only did the authorities have no suspect, but they had no form of perceivable motive for the crime. During the summer of 1985, it was too early for anyone to know that, with the discovery of Patent’s body, Pennsylvania had just been introduced to one of its most dogged and violent serial killers.
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Frankford certainly had prouder moments in its history, according to resident Duane Swierczynski, who described its origins: “First settled by Swedes in the 1660s, this tiny village became known for its main road, King’s Highway, which served as the primary route between Philadelphia and New York. Horse-drawn carriages transported members of the Continental Congress in pre-Revolutionary days, and the Jolly Post Inn served as a popular way station. Washington did indeed sleep here, and legend has it that the Jolly Post was where some revolutionaries decided that Thomas Jefferson would be the one to draft the Declaration of Independence.”

In more recent times, the city arguably hit its highest economic boom when construction began on the Market-Frankford El (elevated train), which opened to the public in 1922. Two years after this, the Frankford Yellow Jackets, a well-known group of footballers who were popular in the neighborhood, were granted acceptance into the newly formed National Football League. The boon was somewhat short-lived, however. By 1931 the Yellow Jackets had become homeless thanks to financial pressures and a fire that destroyed their stadium (though they reemerged in the League in 1933 under their present name, the Philadelphia Eagles). After Frankford lost this great source of hometown pride, the city muddled through the mid-twentieth century, keeping afloat without triumph or tragedy. If you ask locals, they’d tell you that depravity didn’t really strike until the 1980s, when the town’s once-thriving commercial district had become fully burdened with crime and destitution.

During the Reagan years, Frankford’s alleyways played host to prostitutes and junkies, who knew that, after six o’clock, foot traffic was isolated to those spilling out of the Golden Bar or the Happy Tap, too blind with drink to care much about legalities. The clanging hum generated by the rusted El did little to deter any criminal activity, so tricks were turned and crack smoked with the permission granted by near anonymity. At that time, the bottomed-out feel of Frankford’s streets was palpable enough to prompt Sylvester Stallone to film his Rocky movies in and along Frankford Avenue. Even still, up until the summer of 1985, it seemed like life in town was regulated by a manageable arrangement: Professionals ran their businesses during daylight hours, and by nightfall the streets were turned over to the night crews, who kept within their own circles. Everything was copacetic until Helen Patent’s body was found under the El. On that August morning, this northeast Philadelphia neighborhood rattled awake to a new scourge: murder.

The killer, who would later earn the title of the Frankford Slasher, waited just over four months to strike again. The Slasher’s second victim, discovered on January 3, 1986, was sixty-eight-year-old Anna Carroll. Carroll was found lying in the bedroom of her Ritner Street apartment, naked from the waist-down, having suffered from six stab wounds, one of which stretched from her breast to her pubic bone. There was no mistaking what the assailant used as a weapon, as the kitchen knife used to kill Carroll was found inside of her body.

Police only released scant information about Carroll’s lifestyle and habits: All anyone seemed willing to confirm is that she, like Helen Patent, was a known Frankford barfly. No witnesses were identified in either crime. As was the case with their investigation into Patent’s murder, the police could not determine any discernible motive that might have driven someone to kill Anna Carroll.

Although Philadelphia police acknowledged that there were comparisons between Helen Patent’s death and the murder of Anna Carroll, they were apparently unwilling to link the investigations or raise suspicion that a repeat offender might be walking the streets of Frankford. It’s relevant to note that testing crime scenes for DNA was not an option at that time. In the twenty-first century we take DNA evidence for granted, knowing that locations and victims can be swabbed and matters analyzed to expedite police work. But, in the eighties, the Philadelphia police had no such luxury. DNA testing did not even come to be until 1985, while the first criminal conviction based on DNA evidence was not made until 1987. Even still, analyzing DNA did not become a common police tactic until well into the 1990s.

With so little evidence with which to work, the investigation hit wall after wall. Meanwhile, the Slasher remained quiet. His third victim was not discovered until Christmas Day, 1986, nearly one year after Carroll’s murder. Susan Olszef, a sixty-four-year-old, was found in her Richmond Street apartment, only three miles from where Helen Patent’s body had been discovered. Like the others before her, Olszef was a familiar sight at the Golden Bar (known as “Goldie’s” to locals), but her profession, hobbies, and interests were all relatively unknown.

While the investigation into Olszef’s death was still fresh, the Slasher struck again, this time attacking a much younger victim. Twenty-eight-year-old Jeanne Durkin was found on January 8, 1987, laid out beneath a storage truck parked on Pratt Street. Durkin’s body was situated just a few lots over from Goldie’s bar and only one block from where Helen Patent was murdered. In what was becoming recognized as his signature fashion, the Slasher had stripped Jeanne from the waist down, positioning her legs so that she was found with them spread wide open. The young woman was stabbed seventy-four times; the heinous brutality of the attack was marked by blood splatters covering the truck and surrounding scene. Tests later revealed that she had been sexually assaulted prior to her death.

Unlike the killer’s previous victims, Jeanne Durkin had a recognized life outside of frequenting Goldie’s each night. Durkin, who was homeless, was a familiar face to anyone who spent time in and around the neighborhood’s commercial district, especially patrons of a local bakery in whose doorway she regularly slept.

By 1987, there was no longer any doubt that the town was playing host to a serial killer who made victims of women who were down on their luck. With the January death of Jeanne Durkin, the Philadelphia Inquirer began pressuring the police department to devote more of its resources to identifying and capturing Frankford’s murderer. It wasn’t like the police weren’t taking the crime spree seriously; it was more like they had their hands full. Unbelievably, in the late 1980s the Frankford Slasher’s crimes were not even the most repugnant crimes the city had witnessed.

Leading up to 1990, Philadelphia was experiencing an outburst of violent crimes against women. In March 1987, Josefina Rivera, a runaway-turned-prostitute, called the police, claiming that she had escaped a house where a man was holding her and roughly five other women hostage. The man turned out to be Gary Heidnik, described by journalist Brian Hickey as “a forty-three-year-old high school dropout and self-ordained minister who had a knack for making money in the stock market and a history of sexual abuse and mental problems.” Police were horrified to learn that Heidnik had at one time kept six women under the age of twenty-five, at least one of whom was mentally challenged, chained up in his basement. At the time of his arrest, only Rivera and three others were still living.

Through victim statements, Heidnik came alive as a true sadist. Sometimes his prisoners were thrown into a hole he had dug in his basement; sometimes they were chained, nearly naked, to sewage pipes. Sometimes Heidnik raped them; sometimes they had to watch as he raped others. Worried that the women would scream for help, Heidnik played a radio constantly, and was also in the habit of ramming a screwdriver into the ears of his victims until he saw blood. When one woman died from asphyxiation, Heidnik removed her from the basement, used an electric knife to cut her into pieces, and served her flesh to the others the following day. Heidnik forced his first hostage, Josefina Rivera, to electrocute another woman after that victim proved “uncooperative.” After his arrest, Heidnik stood trial on over ten charges, and received the death penalty: He died of lethal injection in July 1999.

As if Philadelphia wasn’t already plagued by the visions Heidnik’s “Horror House” provided, five months after his March 1987 arrest, the city was introduced to another serial killer: Harrison “Marty” Graham. On August 7, Graham had been evicted from his flophouse apartment due to an offensive odor coming from his residence. When the landlord sent his own son to clean out Graham’s flat, it was discovered that, in addition to piles of rotting feces and waist-high mounds of trash, the apartment contained a locked door. Through an open keyhole, the unmoving, naked legs of a woman could be seen. The landlord’s son contacted the Philadelphia police, and within hours police found four dead women inside of the locked room.

Initially investigators believed that the bodies belonged to drug addicts who had simply crawled into the room to expire. However, Marty Graham’s involvement in the women’s deaths became more and more certain after police began to find corpses that were mummified, thanks to their having been purposefully wrapped in layers of thin blankets and stacked on top of one another. Eventually, a total of seven female corpses, in various states of decay, were discovered behind Graham’s locked door. As opposed to the case of Gary Heidnik, who was in custody at the time police became privy to his hideous transgressions, this case was not so easily concluded. Marty Graham’s whereabouts were unknown.

When police questioned the men who evicted Graham, they learned that he left in a hurry, and with very few possessions. Journalist Katherine Ramsland noted that “he was wearing white pants, a striped jacket, and a cap, and he had his raggedy blue Cookie Monster [puppet with him].” Graham, who had been diagnosed with a severe learning disability as a child, was on the lam for one week, evading police (perhaps unknowingly) by crashing in various Philly flophouses and drug dens. Ten days later, Marty’s mother convinced him to surrender to the police. While initially he told officials that the corpses had “been there when [he] moved in,” under questioning he later admitted to strangling all seven victims. He stated that all of the murders were effected during sex and while he was under the influence of drugs. After being declared competent to stand trial, Marty Graham was ultimately sentenced to life in prison.

Between Heidnik and Graham, the pages of Philadelphia papers were overflowing with gory, albeit gripping, details of local crime. It is perhaps because Philadelphia citizens were primed with this relentless insight into criminal behaviors that pressure on city police to find the Frankford Slasher heightened. Knowing what Heidnik and Graham were capable of made not knowing what the Slasher looked like, or what he was after, that much more terrifying.

In August 1987 the police department formed a task force to canvass the areas where the Slasher’s victims were found. The efforts were somewhat successful. Between Goldie’s customers and bartenders, police were getting a better idea of the temperaments of the Slasher’s victims, Helen Patent and Jeanne Durkin in particular. Folks who had regular interaction with the women detailed their belief that Patent and Durkin would not have been taken advantage of easily, leading police to suspect that the Slasher knew his victims.

On November 10, 1988, two students who lived in an apartment building on Penn Street discovered the Slasher’s next victim, sixty-six-year-old Margaret Vaughan. Vaughan had apparently been evicted from her residence earlier that day, for failure to pay rent; her body was found in an inner vestibule of the building. Vaughan had been stabbed twenty-nine times, suffering from wounds about her torso, head, and neck; testing later revealed that she had not been sexually assaulted prior to (or following) her death. Vaughan had two hundred dollars on her person at the time of her murder. Lieutenant James Henwood of the Philadelphia Police Department’s Homicide Unit remarked to the Philadelphia Inquirer that the department was “stuck for a motive.”

Unsurprisingly, the police went back to the Frankford Avenue bars to question staff or patrons, hoping that someone had information about Vaughan or her potential killer. As journalist Katherine Ramsland detailed, “A barmaid recalled that Vaughan had been in the bar the evening before her death with a Caucasian man with a round face who walked with a limp and wore glasses.” The police created a sketch with assistance from the bartender. But, despite the fact that the suspected killer’s likeness had been distributed throughout Frankford, no witnesses came forward, and the Frankford Slasher continued to walk the streets unrecognized.

The body of the Slasher’s sixth victim, Theresa Sciortino, was found on January 19, 1989. The thirty-year-old’s body was discovered in her Arrott Street apartment, three blocks from Margaret Vaughan’s residence. The scene in Sciortino’s kitchen was macabre: Her body, which was clad only in white socks, was lying face-up in a dark pool of blood. The knife the killer used to slash her face, arms, and chest some twenty-five times was left in the kitchen sink. A three-foot-long piece of wood was also found in
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