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Preface

​
Is Adam Walsh Alive?

 


WHO KILLED ADAM WALSH, the face that launched
the movement to help desperate parents find their missing
children?

Around noon on a Monday in summer 1981, the
mother of six-year-old Adam took him shopping at her neighborhood
Sears in Hollywood, Florida, where they had been any number of
times before. Home videogames were then a new thing, and when they
passed the toy department’s display of them, she said he wanted to
stay while she shopped in another department. When she returned
only a few minutes later, he was gone.

For two weeks, the family, police, and
community all searched everywhere they could think of to find Adam.
Then in a roadside canal more than a hundred miles north a child’s
severed head was found. A medical examiner there positively
identified the child as Adam.

It was an inconceivable ending to one of the
worst stories imaginable. If a child like Adam could be snatched
from a public place like a department store and monstrously killed,
what child anywhere was truly safe? Suddenly, modern America seemed
a much darker place.

Hollywood Police pledged to solve the crime.
Twenty-seven years later, in December 2008, they declared that a
drifter named Ottis Toole did it. There couldn’t be a trial because
he had died, in prison for other crimes, twelve years earlier.

Present at the police’s nationally-televised
live news conference, Adam’s parents John and Reve Walsh had long
believed that Toole killed their son. After years of criticizing
the police they now lavished them with praise, grateful that the
agony of the case could finally end.

But this would not be the end of the
matter.

In November 1983, Toole had voluntarily
confessed to the murder. In 1984, the Hollywood Police sergeant in
charge of the case told a national conference of detectives, “In
the four or five months that we have been looking at Toole, we
can’t confirm one thing he is saying about our case. My opinion, as
is most everyone else from the city of Hollywood, is that he did
not do this killing.”

A reporter asked the Hollywood Police chief,
in the years since Toole’s death, you must have uncovered something
more, right?

“If you’re looking for that magic wand or
that hidden document that just appeared, it’s not there,” the chief
admitted.

The local news media didn’t buy it. Of the
press conference, a Miami Herald columnist wrote, “It was
like a miracle, conjured up with hardly anything in the way of new
evidence.” A columnist from the Sun-Sentinel, of Fort
Lauderdale, wrote that it “was nothing more than a grandstand play
for attention by the Hollywood police, who admittedly botched the
case in the first place. Shame on them and shame on the media who
gave them the attention they sought.”

Two former Hollywood Police investigators
whom I asked who had been present at the initial interrogations of
Toole weren’t convinced that he knew anything about the murder.
One, one of the original lead detectives on the case, called the
resolution “bogus.” The other called it “charity to the
Walshes.”

By 2008 there was a better suspect, however.
In 2006 I’d first reported that other evidence pointed to Adam’s
murderer as Jeffrey Dahmer. He’d been arrested in Milwaukee in 1991
and accused of abducting, killing, and beheading his victims. Adam
Walsh had been abducted, killed, and beheaded.

Dahmer admitted that during the summer that
Adam went missing he lived in the north part of Miami, about twenty
minutes by car from Hollywood. Hollywood Police never confirmed
that, but in the archives of a Miami-area police department I found
a report dated twenty days before Adam’s abduction that Jeffrey
Dahmer had found a dead body in the alley behind where he
worked.

Of course, in 1981 no one knew that Dahmer
would become notorious, or had killed his first victim at least
three years before. The Miami case wasn’t even investigated as a
homicide.

Upon his capture, Dahmer made a point of
insisting that he’d been completely honest with police and told
them everything. He denied anything to do with Adam Walsh. He also
left out finding a dead body in Miami.

Hollywood Police believed Dahmer’s denials.
Even after he told them where he’d worked, they didn’t look to find
anyone who knew him there. His boss would have told them about the
police report. By 1994 it was too late; Dahmer was killed in
prison.

Unsolved murder files are almost never
released as public records; the Walsh case was in 1996 because a
court ordered the police to do so. This offered a unique window
into the workings of detectives as they continued the case. As far
as they were concerned, it was mostly unwelcome because it
challenged their usual monopoly of information and opened them to
outside second-guessing. When police administratively closed the
case in December 2008, as per state law they voluntarily made the
rest of the file public record.

In the part of the file released in 1996 I’d
found, then interviewed, two separate witnesses who’d told police
they’d seen Dahmer at the Hollywood shopping mall where Adam was
reported last seen. In the later-released remainder of the file I
found five more separate witnesses who also said they’d seen Dahmer
there.

Three of them said they’d seen a blue van in
the same place in the parking lot; one said as well that it was the
getaway vehicle, which is what a witness in the first week after
Adam’s disappearance had told police. For the next month they’d
stopped every blue van they saw, asked police agencies elsewhere to
do the same, and asked the public through the media to tip them to
all sightings of blue vans.

I also learned that where Dahmer worked at
the time employees had easy access to a company blue van that
matched most of the descriptions the witnesses gave.

It was a great theory—except, on more
investigation, it was most likely deeply wrong.

Not the part that Dahmer kidnapped Adam; that
remains good.

In homicide cases, the medical examiner
normally shares its most relevant documents with the police and
prosecutors. This case was handled by two regional M.E.’s: an
office in Indian River County made the positive ID and the Broward
County M.E. did the autopsy.

How to explain that neither office has a copy
of the autopsy report, or photos of the autopsy?

They must be somewhere else. But they weren’t
in the files of the Hollywood Police or the Broward State Attorney.
Did the chief medical examiner in 1981, who did the autopsy but was
now in private practice, have a personal copy? He would not speak
to me or the reporter I was then working with from The Miami
Herald.

Only through the Broward M.E.’s office did I
get him to answer. He wrote back to them that neither he nor anyone
in his office ever composed a report of the Walsh autopsy. He said
it wasn’t his case, although he performed the autopsy.

No prosecutor, defense attorney, detective or
medical examiner involved in homicide cases I spoke to had ever
heard of a murder case where an autopsy had been done but there was
no autopsy report.

The upstate M.E. had made a positive ID of
the found, beheaded child as Adam Walsh by comparing its teeth to
Adam’s pediatric dental chart. A Hollywood Police lieutenant had
gotten the chart from Adam’s dentist and taken it to the M.E. in
Indian River, who then gave a copy to the Broward M.E.

But that dental record is missing from the
files of all three agencies.

“Somebody purged your files,” said one of
those two former Hollywood investigators, who hadn’t known before I
mentioned it.

The M.E. in Indian River had made the match
between Adam and the found child based on a single filling— which,
as it turned out, was in a very common tooth for children’s
cavities. Forensic dentists and medical examiners I consulted said
that should have been good enough only for a presumptive ID, not a
positive ID. Much more definitive would have been a comparison of
dental X-rays, but there is no mention in any official
investigative file that anyone had used or asked for Adam’s dental
X-rays.

Did Adam’s dentist still have his original
file? He would not speak to me, either. Again I got my answer
through the M.E.’s office—this time in Indian River. The dentist
told them he long ago disposed of his original file.

Considering that the ID was made strictly by
comparing the teeth, there must have been a forensic dental
consultation. Except that there wasn’t. I spoke to all the forensic
dentists who in 1981 had worked in the region, from Indian River
County and south to Broward and Miami, and none could understand
why none of them had been asked.

By state statute and practice guidelines,
Florida regional medical examiner’s offices are required to
maintain records including these in each case file. I first
confirmed their absence through the current chief medical examiners
in both districts, then asked the Florida Department of Law
Enforcement to verify it. In an official finding, they did.

At a trial against any defendant charged with
the murder of Adam Walsh, considering the stunning absence of all
that evidence, it would be difficult if not impossible for
prosecutors to prove the case’s first and most important element:
that the deceased child who was identified as Adam is actually
him.

This could well explain why the case never
went to trial—and never will.

Aside from that, is there any reason to doubt
that the found child is Adam Walsh?

Actually, yes.

Adam’s last, famous photograph showed him,
endearingly, missing both his top front teeth. That as well was how
he looked the last time his best friend saw him, a week or two
before he disappeared.

Last seen alive, according to the police’s
description, Adam’s left top front tooth had erupted.

The child’s head was discovered exactly two
weeks later, however the medical examiner who did the autopsy told
the newspapers that the child (Adam, he said) had been dead for
possibly all of that time. Teeth do not continue growing after
death, all the forensic dentists told me.

If the found child is Adam, his left top
front tooth should have been in at most about two week’s worth.
Given that permanent top front teeth normally take about 4-6 months
to complete growing, that’s about ten percent.

In 1997, Hollywood Police consulted the
University of Florida forensic anthropology lab to examine the
skull of the found child. The doctor who now directs the lab took
his own photos. I asked him to find them and estimate for me how
far in the top left front tooth was.

“Almost all the way,” he said.

That’s what I’d seen, too, looking at other
photos of the top front teeth. When I showed those to the forensic
and pediatric dentists I’d consulted, they agreed.

Could that child be Adam? “There’s no way in
hell,” said one of the forensic dentists. The others agreed.

If it’s not Adam, then who the hell is
it?

And—what an incredible question to ask—could
Adam Walsh be alive?
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November 9, 2009

​


AFTER YEARS OF OBSESSIVE REPORTING work that
repeatedly conflicted with the police version of the story, in July
2009 I finally published a book, Jeffrey Dahmer’s Dirty Secret:
The Unsolved Murder of Adam Walsh. By then, the Hollywood
Police considered the case solved; I did, too, just not with their
suspect. Still, at last, I was able to put down the story, that is,
until four months later when I got a Facebook friend request from
someone named Adam Walsh. Or that’s what he said his name was. He
wrote:

 


I thought you might be interested to know
that J. Dahmer did kidnap me. I survived but another flock of boys
died while I was captured. I cannot afford the special DNA test for
transplant survivors, but this is a known fact for all of my
childhood friends. My foster family is still in denial.

 


Wasn’t Adam Walsh dead, wasn’t that what this
story was all about?

What the hell should I do with this? I
thought. It didn’t sound like a trick or the e-equivalent of a
phony phone call. Using Facebook’s private messaging I replied,
asking for his phone number.

He sent back the following:

“Hello Arthur Jay,

“Although I have not read your book
concerning my abduction and presumed demise, I have to give you
credence outright for laying most of the blame on the man behind my
own abduction.”

He went on to mention that “Jeff Dahmer” was
connected to a national and international network of “serial
killers, rapists, and cannibals” that operated in South Florida in
the late 1970s and early 1980s. After his capture in Milwaukee in
1991, Dahmer had said he’d cannibalized some of his victims
there.

“My entire life has been a struggle to
survive the injuries I sustained and to hide from the hands of
these men and others that they held hostage… I remember the blue
van even though I have never really had a chance to remember my
early childhood until recently, and it’s gotten me a lot of
unhelpful reactions from people who would rather remember me as
that boy who died.”

In my book and in prior reporting, I had
reports and statements from seven independent witnesses who’d told
police they had seen what possibly was Adam Walsh’s abduction from
a Sears store in a shopping mall in Hollywood, in July 1981. Four
of them said they’d seen a blue van in the same place in the
parking lot; two of them said they saw it as the getaway vehicle.
After the first witness told that to police, in the first week
after Adam’s disappearance, they’d asked the public and other
police agencies to tip them to all sightings of blue vans. After a
month of checking out hundreds of sightings and license plates,
police decided that the witness didn’t see the abduction; later,
when they learned about the three other blue van witnesses, police
were no longer interested.

“I hope we will have a chance to talk on the
phone,” he wrote. Then he included his phone number, in
Florida.

It was signed, “Sincerely, Adam J.
Walsh.”

 


How could I not call him? I think after I
introduced myself, I said, “Okay, you got me,” as in, you’ve got my
ear but if this is a hoax (or worse) I’m getting off quick. I asked
him his driver’s license name since it couldn’t possibly be Adam
Walsh. It wasn’t, and he told me what it was. He said he’d grown up
under that name since just before he’d turned seven.

He kept me on the phone for hours that day
without convincing me that he was Adam Walsh—or that he wasn’t.
Between that day and hours more on the phone in the days that
followed, sending me on the emotional roller coaster ride I’d
wanted to avoid and frankly was debilitating to me especially as he
described his torture at Dahmer’s hands, I asked him every question
I could think of that might prove in my mind that he was Adam. He
gave me some answers that were good, some that I could prove were
wrong, but mostly answers I could not prove one way or another.

Central to his story was the child’s severed
head that had been found two weeks after Adam disappeared from the
mall, and identified as Adam, had been misidentified. About a month
later, close to death and blacked out, he’d been rescued, and
since, he’d grown up as the child of another family, with a new
name. In 1981 they were recent immigrants from Latin America, so
they’d used birth records from there of their deceased child, of
close to similar age.

He emailed me photos of himself, mostly
recent, plus one from 1983. On the Internet he’d found an age
progression simulation of what Adam might look like at thirty-one,
twenty-five years after his murder. Or abduction, at least. I’d
already seen it. Especially in the hairline, it did resemble shots
of him that he sent me. I sent the comparison pictures to two
professional photographers I knew, and they agreed.

Why come forward now? Months earlier he’d
discovered online that Hollywood Police had closed the case.
Thinking about it surfaced repressed memories. “In July [2009] I
started saying publicly I was Adam Walsh,” he said. That included
posting it on his Adam Walsh Facebook page (which Facebook later
removed). Events years earlier had precursed this. In 1997, someone
had told him that he was Adam Walsh, but at the time he didn’t
comprehend it. And in 2003 some acquaintances who were drug users
had slipped him a hallucinogen without him knowing. “They probably
extracted the experience from me, as a six-year-old. They were able
to address me as Adam. I think everybody in every circle of friends
I’ve had have known that I was Adam.”

At his request, I agreed, for the purposes of
my story, now, not to name him or publish photos of him, even those
I myself took. We agreed that in referring to him I would call him
A.W.—his term. I also agreed to obscure possible identifying
information about him, and leave out a small amount of other
personal information he told me which, although interesting, I
deemed ultimately irrelevant to the question of whether he is or is
not Adam Walsh. To explain, these deletions are part of a balance
between my role as a journalist but also my desire not to cause
injury to A.W. I agreed to this only because after years of my own
research, detailed here and in the full version of my books, I have
come to believe that he is, in fact, Adam Walsh, the boy who
disappeared at six years old in 1981.

I sympathized with his concerns; his parents
who raised him—whose surname is his legal name, and with whom he is
still close—forcefully disagree with his decision to come out as
Adam Walsh, he said. At his request I have never attempted to
contact them. These are the only restrictions on reporting and
writing to which I have agreed.

I should add here that I have never spoken to
anyone who personally could vouch for him that he was Adam Walsh.
Also, over the many conversations we have had, he has sometimes
later contradicted himself and presented other story difficulties.
In the end, I consider those problems minor.

But reader, to the remainder of this story
please bring your skeptical eye. Be assured I certainly brought
mine.

Because none of A.W.’s story seemed
verifiable, the only thing I could immediately think of was a way
to prove he was wrong, which would be to check that the official
identification of the found child as Adam was right. Even that
sounded like a lark. Anyway, it prompted my first trip to the
medical examiner’s office, where I quickly realized the absence of
the autopsy report. Later I realized its absence everywhere else,
as well as the absences of other crucial identification documents.
Still later I recognized that the found child was, in fact, likely
misidentified as Adam. Of that the full explanation and
illustrations are later in the book.

Let me anticipate your next questions.

Do John and Reve Walsh, Adam’s parents, know
about him?

A.W. says yes, they have known he is alive
and presume he is safe
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