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About This Book

Every chapter in this book tells the story of a real person who disappeared, or a real thing that went missing, and of the people who found them. Some of the subjects were running from the law. Some had simply walked away from their lives. One chapter is about an aircraft rather than a person.

The chapters follow the same pattern. Each opens with a short scene, labelled as a reconstruction. Then come the vanishing, the hunters, and the trail they followed, lead by lead. A section on the tracing challenges shows why the case was hard; another sets out the details that finally connected an old identity to a new one, or a missing asset to its place. The Aftermath records what happened next, and what the sources do not resolve.

Each chapter ends with a Tracer’s Notebook: six lessons for anyone who traces people for a living, with notes on how a licensed investigator in Ontario might approach them today. The Source Notes that follow list the reporting and records each chapter relies on.

Where the sources disagree, this book says so rather than choosing the more dramatic version. Where the sources are silent, it does not guess.




Part One: Borrowed Lives




Chapter 1: The Rolex on the Seabed




The Catch


The scene below is a reconstruction. The reactions of the fishermen and the coastguard officer come from their later interviews with CBC; the weather and other atmospheric details are imagined. See the Source Notes at the end of this chapter.



The sea off Brixham was flat as poured glass on the morning of July 28, 1996. Sunlight lay on the English Channel like a sheet of tin, and the only sound was the diesel thump of a small trawler working the Roughs.

The Roughs had a reputation. Most fishermen gave that stretch of water a wide berth, because it tore nets and swallowed gear. John Copik had fished these waters for decades, though, and he knew the risk bought a better catch. His son Craig worked the deck beside him.

They hauled the last net of the day. It came up heavy, swinging and streaming water, and Craig let it spill across the slick boards.

He smelled it before he saw it.

Tangled in the mesh, among the flapping fish, lay the body of a middle-aged man. He was fully clothed and remarkably intact. His pockets had been turned inside out. At the back of his skull was an open wound.

Craig Copik would later call the find a million-to-one shot. The sea usually keeps what it takes. Yet here he was, lifted from the deep as if someone had wanted him found.

When the coastguard came aboard, officer Paul Aggatt saw the empty pockets and the head wound. He later recalled that from that moment he treated the deck as a possible crime scene and touched nothing more.

The police who followed looked hard at the Copiks. Empty pockets meant someone had taken something. John Copik bristled. If he and his son were thieves, he pointed out, they would hardly have left the Rolex.

The officer looked down. There, on the dead man’s wrist, was a Rolex Oyster Perpetual. He lifted the limp arm, and the watch began to tick.

Its hands had stopped at 11:35. The date window read the 22nd, six days earlier.

Nobody on that deck knew it yet, but the watch was about to do what the police of two countries had failed to do for nearly six years. It was going to find Albert Walker.



The Vanishing

Albert Johnson Walker was the kind of man small towns trust. He sang in a church choir and served as a church elder. People who knew him remember a well-dressed man who spoke with unshakeable confidence.

He was also a high school dropout who had talked his way into the money business. In 1978 he incorporated Walker Financial Services in Ontario and marketed it as a one-stop shop: investments, bookkeeping, taxes, everything. Over the next decade it grew to six branches across southwestern Ontario.

The centrepiece was a product he called the Walker Guaranteed Investment Certificate. It promised clients 15 per cent a year. The returns arrived reliably, so clients told their friends, and new money kept flowing in.

According to later accounts, including his ex-wife’s memoir and two books on the case, much of that money was paying for a high life of sports cars, luxury travel and fine dining. The payouts to old investors depended on deposits from new ones. Investigators would later describe the scheme as a fraud on roughly 70 clients, worth about $3.2 million.

One family’s story shows how it worked. Bob and Betty Staley had known Walker since 1968, when he joined the choir at their church in Ayr, Ontario. The couples became close friends, and the Staleys’ son Andy even babysat the Walker girls. According to Barb Walker’s memoir, when she asked her husband why he worked so hard to keep in touch with the Staleys, he replied that one day they would have money.

That day came. The Staleys inherited roughly 80 hectares of land north of Toronto, and Walker handled the sale. It reportedly brought in about $10 million. Impressed, Betty Staley and her brother invested with him in 1989.

The stock market crash of 1987 had already cracked Walker’s scheme. The Staley money bought him time, but not much. By his own calculations, his promissory notes would start coming due in early 1991, and he could not pay them.

His private life was collapsing too. He and his wife Barb were going through a bitter divorce, and the four children were split between them. During the dispute, Walker was arrested and fingerprinted for entering the family home in breach of a court restriction. It seemed a minor episode at the time. Remember it.

The Staleys, increasingly anxious, finally pinned him down to a meeting on December 5, 1990. He never showed up. According to journalist Bill Schiller’s book on the case, at the hour of that meeting Walker was in the air, on his way to London.

Beside him sat his 15-year-old daughter, Sheena.

He had told people they were going on a ski trip to Europe. They never came back. On January 15, 1991, the money ran out and the truth came out. Andy Staley still calls it the day of reckoning. His mother began collecting every document she could find, in the hope that one day Walker would answer for what he had done.

By 1993, Walker faced charges in Ontario of fraud, theft and money laundering. Interpol listed him among its most wanted. Barb Walker, desperate to find her daughter, hired a private investigator. Parishioners from the church where Walker had served as an elder helped pay his fees.

Nobody found them. For nearly six years, a man on Interpol’s most-wanted list lived openly in England, went to church on Sundays, and ran businesses under other people’s names.



The Hunters

The people who caught Albert Walker were not looking for him. That is the strangest fact of this case, and the most instructive.

In Canada, the hunt belonged to Ontario police, Interpol, a family’s private investigator, and a group of ruined clients. By 1996, Ontario investigators admitted they were stumped. There had been sightings over the years, but nothing that held up.

In England, the case landed on the Devon & Cornwall Police as an unidentified body. Nobody there had heard of Albert Walker.

The team that would unravel him was small:


	Detective Sergeant Bill MacDonald ran the day-to-day inquiry into the dead man.

	Ian Clenahan was 29 and one week into his new post as a detective when the case arrived. He later said he used up all his luck on that one inquiry.

	Superintendent Phil Sincock of Devon & Cornwall Police was the senior officer later photographed holding the anchor and the Rolex that convicted Walker.

	Peter Redman of Essex Police was asked to run what should have been a simple errand.

	Brian Slade, a junior Devon & Cornwall officer, would later spend months winning the trust of a reluctant witness.



Two civilians mattered as much as any detective. One was Elaine Boyes, a former receptionist from Harrogate who had known the victim intimately and the killer by a false name. The other was the killer’s own daughter.

None of them had a skip-tracing file on their desk. What they had was a dead man with no name, and a watch.



The Trail

The case broke through nine leads, and almost every one of them nearly failed.


Lead 1: The man with no name

The post-mortem found that the man had drowned. Apart from the wound to the back of his head, there were few signs of a struggle. He carried no wallet, no papers and no keys. On those facts alone, the death could have been an accident, a suicide or a murder.

For weeks the Devon & Cornwall Police got nowhere. Missing-person checks produced nothing. Bill MacDonald later admitted the team came close to filing him as an unidentified man and moving on.

The watch told them one useful thing straight away. A Rolex Oyster Perpetual winds itself from the movement of the wearer’s wrist. According to trial coverage, tests showed that, once still, this one would run for about 44 hours before stopping. It had stopped at 11:35 on the 22nd. Counting back put the man’s last movements around July 20.



Lead 2: The serial number

The breakthrough came from a casual remark. A coroner mentioned that Rolex kept records of its watches.

Every Rolex case carries a unique serial number. Each time an authorized jeweller services one, the work is marked inside the case back and recorded. Detectives sent the details to Rolex.

The records showed the watch had been serviced in the 1980s by a jeweller in Harrogate, North Yorkshire. The jeweller’s records held the owner’s name: Ronald Joseph Platt.

About six weeks after the body came up, the dead man had a name. He was Ronald Platt, 51, a former soldier and television repairman who had spent part of his childhood in Canada.



Lead 3: The paper trail

Detectives now worked backwards through Platt’s life, and found very little of it. He was quiet, private and had few friends.

The most recent document was a letter to a council tax office in Essex, ending his liability on a property there. He wrote that he was moving to France. The letter carried a name the detectives would come to know well: a man called David Davis had acted as a guarantor for Platt.



Lead 4: The helpful friend

Detectives found David Davis in Essex. He told them he was an American businessman and a good friend of Platt’s. They had met in Harrogate, where the Rolex was last serviced, and later both ended up living in Essex.

Davis confirmed the France story. Platt had gone there, he said, and Davis had helped him out financially. He also put the police in touch with Platt’s brother, Brian. The brothers rarely spoke, and Brian could shed little light on Ron’s recent life.

It all fitted together. A lonely man moves abroad, comes back for some reason, and is lost at sea. Davis had been helpful and plausible, and nothing the detectives had found so far proved foul play.

The detectives were ready to wind the inquiry down.



Lead 5: The wrong door

One small task remained. Platt’s brother wanted Ron’s belongings, and Davis had some of them. The Devon team had mislaid Davis’s phone number, so they asked Essex Police for help. Essex officer Peter Redman drove out to Davis’s address at Woodham Walter, near Maldon.

He knocked on the wrong door.

The neighbours who answered had never heard of a David Davis. No, they told him, Ron Platt lived next door. He lived there with a young woman, and they had been there about a year. They kept a boat, the neighbours said, and often went sailing in the West Country.

Ronald Platt was in a mortuary in Devon. Yet here was a living Ron Platt, with a boat in the West Country, the region where the body had been found. And the man calling himself Ron Platt was the same helpful friend who had sworn the real one was in France.

The case had just turned from a drowning into a murder inquiry.



Lead 6: The woman who knew both men

Detectives traced Platt’s former partner, Elaine Boyes, to Harrogate. Her account was the key that unlocked Davis.

Years earlier, she said, a charming man calling himself David Davis had walked into the fine art auctioneers where she worked as a receptionist. He offered her a job on double her salary. Soon she was photographing fountains in Geneva, scouting French properties, and depositing large sums of cash in Swiss accounts. She believed it was all legitimate.

Davis drew both her and Platt in deeper. He made them directors of a company called Cavendish Corporations, helped them buy an apartment, and set Platt up in a TV repair business he never asked for. Then he bought them one-way tickets to Canada, where Platt had always dreamed of living.

In Canada the couple struggled to find work, and the relationship ended. Boyes came home alone in 1993. Platt stayed on for a while before returning to England in 1995.

Then Boyes told MacDonald something that changed everything. Just two or three weeks earlier, she said, Davis had called her and told her Ron had moved to France.

By then, the police had already spoken to Davis about Platt’s death. Davis knew Ron was dead, and he had told Ron’s former partner that Ron was alive and well in France.



Lead 7: The meeting

A few weeks later, Davis phoned Boyes again. He was in the area, he said, and would like to call in.

The police told her to meet him somewhere public and act as though she knew nothing. Boyes was terrified. Davis spoke of how sad he felt about Ron, and said he had wept on the train journey north. She did not believe a word of it. He also seemed anxious about the police, and she reported that to the detectives.

Davis’s sudden trips between Essex and Harrogate worried the police. They decided to arrest him for murder and work backwards from there.



Lead 8: Two names in one pocket

On the morning of October 31, 1996, Redman was watching the house at Woodham Walter when Davis climbed into a taxi and left. Armed officers stopped the cab. They had assumed an American might carry a gun.

In Davis’s pockets were two forms of identification. One was in the name of David Davis. The other was in the name of Ronald Platt.

The police had 36 hours to find enough evidence to charge him. The search of the house turned up thousands of pounds in cash, gold bars, and a photograph of Davis with his boat, the Lady Jane. His phone records showed he had been in Devon in July. The young woman living at the house was also questioned. She said they had been on holiday in Devon in July, but that she knew nothing about Platt. Detectives were satisfied she had no part in his death, and she was released on bail.

Davis gave a “no comment” interview. It made no difference. Detectives could prove he had lied about when he last saw Platt, and they could put him in Devon at the right time. He was charged with murder.

As he was fingerprinted, the confident man finally went quiet.



Lead 9: The fax

Weeks later, a routine fingerprint check came back. The machine at the police station began printing Interpol’s list of most-wanted fugitives.

In the middle of the page, fourth on the list, was the face of David Davis. The name under it was Albert Johnson Walker.

A second picture followed, of a Canadian girl missing since 1990. The young woman police had known as Noelle was Walker’s daughter, Sheena. She had been 15 when he took her out of Canada.

Canada’s most wanted man had been living for nearly six years in quiet English towns. He was found because two fishermen took a risk, a coroner made a remark, and a police officer knocked on the wrong door.




Where the Trail Nearly Went Cold

Bill MacDonald later said the team nearly got the case wrong on a number of occasions. That candour is worth more to a working investigator than any victory lap. The points below draw on the published accounts; the lessons for today’s investigator are the author’s.

They nearly stopped at “unidentified”. For weeks the body had no name, and the team came close to closing the file. The Rolex lead came from a coroner’s passing remark. For today’s investigator, the lesson is to check every serial-numbered possession early, whether on a body or among a missing person’s belongings.

The paper story fitted. Platt’s letter to the council said he was moving to France. Davis said the same. Two sources agreeing feels like confirmation, but they were not







Where the Runner Slipped












Aftermath














Tracer’s Notebook



1. Trace the object, not the person





2. Knock on the neighbour’s door, on purpose





3. Look for an identity that’s still “alive”





4. Compare every version of the story





5. Machines keep logbooks





6. The runner will reach out






Source Notes



	The Catch; The Trail (Leads 1 to 9); Aftermath (trial witnesses, parole): CBC News Interactives, “Sea of Lies” (2025), which draws on interviews with the Copiks, Paul Aggatt, Bill MacDonald, Ian Clenahan, Peter Redman, Brian Slade, Elaine Boyes and Andy Staley.

	The Vanishing: CBC, “Sea of Lies”; The Seattle Times (Dec. 6, 1996); Wikipedia.

	Watch identification and wind-down: TruthOrFiction, citing trial coverage; Barrington Watch Winders.

	GPS, anchor and fingerprint evidence: Teignmouth Today; Reader’s Digest Australia excerpt of Schiller; Crime+Investigation UK.

	Trial and verdict: Maclean’s (July 20, 1998); Crime+Investigation UK.

	Money recovered; Canadian sentence: The Globe and Mail; CBC News (2007).

	Tracer’s Notebook: the techniques and lessons are the author’s analysis. Legal references are general information, not legal advice.
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