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      Wayne Watson paid the ultimate price for something that should never have cost him his life. His sister, Linda Watson Hazell, fiercely defended Wayne when he was no longer around to tell his side of the story. Without the extensive file Linda maintained this story would never have been told. Court jurors—past, present, and future—face an incredibly challenging and difficult task. Jurors are absolutely essential to our nation’s glorious-if-not-perfect legal system. Jurors generally fly under the radar in the praise category. You are underappreciated! I became familiar with James Knox as I learned Wayne’s story. I didn’t know Mr. Knox personally; he tried to use Wayne’s death to improve our society—in an attempt to prevent similar injustices from happening in the future. Jim’s work was really a legacy which grew out of Wayne’s case. (More information may be found in Appendix I.) Years later, Mr. Knox lost his own partner, also a man who was gay, in a senseless—and as yet unsolved—murder.
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        “…it was a staple furnishing of barber shops, where men would peruse it while waiting their time to be shaved.”

        Wikipedia comment on the publication, National Police Gazette

      

      

      The real genesis of this book one would have to set the time machine for Douglas Avenue, Kalamazoo, Michigan—circa 1956. At 917 Douglas you’d have found Slim’s Barber Shop. Slim was my dad. It was a small two-chair shop. Dad was the “first chair.” When the customer flow became heavy, Dad’s partner-barber-wife, my mom, stepped in to help.

      Across from the barber chairs sat several chairs for waiting customers—along with a magazine rack. In addition to providing daily newspapers (Kalamazoo, Detroit and Chicago), dad featured magazines. There was Outdoor Life and Saturday Evening Post. What I most recall, however, were the crime magazines: National Police Gazette, Argosy. True Crime and True Detective. I remember Argosy’s column, “The Court Of Last Resort,” being turned into a 26-series TV program in the mid- to late-1950s. Erle Stanley Gardner would enlist crime specialists in an effort to determine the real guilt or innocence of convicted felons.

      I began to devour true crime books. Each trip to the public library—a habit which became life-long and continues to the present day—resulted in a truly eclectic selection of books but one or two would always be a true crime book. I love ‘em!

      Fast Forward To 1982

      Linda Watson Holderbaum and I had been married nearly 14 years; we parted ways. I moved “down the road apiece” (about 20 miles) from Kalamazoo to Battle Creek, Michigan. I’d already been working there for a couple of years. I basically started a new life. And, absent from my daily routine, after my move, was the Kalamazoo Gazette.

      I was aware that in May 1985 Linda’s “kid brother,” Harry “Wayne” Watson, had been brutally killed in Kalamazoo. Without the mainstay of Kalamazoo’s daily newspaper, the case simply slipped by me. While I picked up and dropped off our son every weekend, I knew none of the facts of Wayne’s murder. I was only vaguely aware that one of the “perps” was tried—and acquitted.

      Fast Forward Again To 2017

      Linda Watson Holderbaum had long since remarried. She became Linda Watson Hazell. A series of health issues which had plagued her for some time resulted in her death--on Memorial Day 2017.

      Rob Holderbaum is the son Linda and I shared. He lives in Kalamazoo today with his wife Sarah. A month or two after Linda’s death, Rob and Sarah agreed to help Rob’s step-father, Dan Hazell, go through some of Linda’s personal effects.

      One result of Dan’s request was a clear office. Another result was this book! Rob and Sarah found one huge manila envelope. Within the larger envelope were several smaller manila envelopes, each probably 9” x 12.” The envelopes comprised a veritable cornucopia of materials about Wayne’s 1985 killing. There were newspaper articles, columns from periodicals, communications from-and-to the prosecutor and the Michigan Corrections Department. There were assorted other mementos from Wayne’s life.

      When Rob mentioned the find I really had only passing curiosity when I asked if I could review the materials. I took the envelopes home and, within 20 minutes, several emotions raced through my brain, big-time! First, one of the admitted “perps”—probably the chief antagonist--had been acquitted! He walked away, scot-free from Wayne’s killing! There were protests by the judge…and community groups. (“Where the heck was I,” I asked myself, “when all this happened?”)

      I then read the materials pertaining to Linda’s defense of her late brother. “It just couldn’t have happened like that!” was the passionate and stridently stated gist of her mantra. That was indeed the Linda who, I remembered, could become vociferously passionate on any given issue. Wayne wasn’t around. Her remaining two siblings and mother lived far away, out-of-state. Although still local, Linda’s birth father was seriously ill. Linda picked up the cudgel—for Wayne and for her family—following her brother’s death.

      Between the twin themes (a man who is gay and unarmed does not deserve to die solely because he’s gay; Linda’s impassioned defense of Wayne), the content of those envelopes cried out to me: “This story MUST BE SHARED!” Wayne was a man who was gay and it is absolutely certain that, in some way, his sexuality played the key role in his being killed. Wayne certainly did not deserve to die for what the defense itself said happened. It was, in my mind, an incredible outrage—similar in a number of significant ways to the high-profile, nationally renowned Matthew Shepard case 13 years later.

      Linda’s large envelope contained close to 30 articles—from several periodicals—mostly the Kalamazoo Gazette. Most were quite lengthy, highly detailed pieces, making this a treasure trove of case documentation. Rebecca Pierce, the Gazette reporter who covered the story, had done a magnificent job encapsulating the major facts of the case.

      It didn’t take too many updates-to-the-son and Rob was ready to jump in and help. One gene he inherited from his old man: enjoying the intrigue of true crime stories. Rob was only nine when his uncle Wayne died. And, of course, Rob’s mom, Linda, made this story come alive three decades-plus later. Rob was really too young in 1985 to either know about or appreciate the incredible efforts of his mother. Henceforth, when the reader sees a reference to “the team,” that’s a reference to Rob and me. The writing was my task. However, Rob became an investigator par excellence and he became the contributor of critical analyses—and some excellent theories—well-thought-out ideas about what might have happened and how.

      We set to work. Thirty-two years after the crime…many witnesses are long since gone; there’s no trial transcript (a really high hurdle to jump) from the only trial that resulted from the killing. So, the team was bursting at the seams with questions. This book is the result. Any errors are my own. While the killing happened “long ago,” the issues are every bit as relevant today as they were then. Trust me: this killing could have happened the day before yesterday. And, trust me again: Wayne didn’t deserve to die for what may have happened.

      The telling of Wayne’s story changed when Rob and I learned a key fact. We knew that Linda’s fierce defense of Wayne was based at least in part on her being convinced that Wayne would never have precipitated the events that led to his death. Suffice it to say that known facts in the case seem to undermine Linda’s bedrock assumption.

      Lee R Dean, writing in the April 2018 edition of SPARK of Southwest Michigan, said a writer must get all sides of the story…”And I didn’t say ‘both sides’ as a story can have more than two angles.”

      Dean went on to say, “When reporting and writing, let the facts and evidence you discover dictate where the story goes. Do not shoehorn everything into a preconceived narrative (and ‘narrative’ is a fancy word for ‘line of bull.’) ”

      Dean stressed reporting the facts and that the writer’s opinion should be left out. This became an issue in Wayne’s case almost immediately as the team became aware of facts that put Linda’s declarations in danger of being untrue.

      The team became aware almost immediately—from none other than Wayne’s companion of eight years—that, indeed, Wayne had done things at the trestle that night which directly led to his death. Suffice it to say Wayne was no poster child for the gay lifestyle.

      However, the team hastens to add: In no way did any of Wayne’s errors in judgment translate into any sort of license for anyone to kill him. Such a lethal reaction—the merciless, bloody and fatal beating Wayne endured—resulted in his death. Yes, Wayne was gay. Wayne was also unarmed when the altercation took place. He threatened no one. While tall and “slightly obese” (autopsy’s description), Wayne was attacked by two able-bodied, well-conditioned young men who were apparently quite healthy and fit. They reportedly lifted weights. Wayne did not deserve to pay the ultimate cost—his life—solely because of his sexual orientation or even (assuming it happened) the proposition-and-grab of which he was accused.

      The “gay panic defense” existed in 1985. It had (and has) its limits. Or, at least it should have. Those limits appear to have been completely ignored by the jury-rendered judgment in Wayne’s case.

      In a way, Wayne’s behavior further deepens the mystery. He went far out of his way to lead a double life—sparing his parents, who appeared from available evidence, to be bitterly opposed to anything gay. Yet, the dichotomy of this situation is dazzling. Wayne apparently chose to abandon the “closet,” perhaps to the extent of openly soliciting others—risking not only the revelation of the secrets that would so hurt his family, but risk the loss of his freedom (as in a prison sentence) and—as events played out—the actual loss of his life.

      Language note: In an attempt to be something resembling neutral, the author attempts to refrain from using the word murder during the book’s first section—at least during the legal system’s treatment of Wayne’s case. The only exception, it is hoped, will be is where the police or a court used the word. In section two—where further disclosure, analysis and speculation are presented—Wayne’s hideous, brutal and bloody demise is called what the team thinks it was--murder.

      Bob Holderbaum

      Battle Creek, Michigan

      November 2018

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Significant Figures In The Wayne Watson Case

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Victim: Harry “Wayne” Watson

        Wayne’s sister: Linda Watson Holderbaum Hazell

        Media: Rebecca Pierce, Kalamazoo Gazette Dawson Bell, Detroit Free Press

        Media: Rebecca Pierce, Kalamazoo Gazette Dawson Bell, Detroit Free Press

        Charged with Wayne’s murder: Terry Blair Kerr (17),

        Kenneth Wade Elben (19), Bryan Krank (18)

        [Ages at time of murder]

      

      

      
        
        Judges involved in the case:

        Hon. Robert Borsos Hon. Donald Goodwillie

        Hon. John Foley

      

      

      
        
        Attorneys involved in the case (client):

        Kenneth Walters (Kerr)

        E. Frederick Milton (Krank)

        Nicholas Schaberg (Elben)

        Christopher Cooke (Asst. Prosecuting Atty.)

      

      

      
        
        Medical Experts

        Dr. Daniel Glaser, Kalamazoo pathologist (performed autopsy)

        Dr. Werner Spitz, Wayne County Medical Examiner

      

      

      
        
        Law Enforcement (All of the Kalamazoo Department of Public Safety)

        Detectives James Grace and Robert Gay

        Technicians Bret Apelgren and Bruce LeBrie

      

      

      
        
        Key witness: Alvester Phillips,

        Ransler Moving & Storage

      

      

      
        
        Bryan Krank party attendees:

        Bryan Krank, Terry Kerr, Ken Elben

        Deb Merchant, Tony Atkinson

        Nancy Huggett (pseudonym)

      

      

      

      Wayne Watson: A 31-year-old man who was also gay. He was killed in the early-morning hours of May 25, 1985. Wayne’s sexuality most definitely played a role in his death. It can be said he was killed because he was gay—although he was unarmed, threatened no one, and was set upon by two young men.

      

      Terry Kerr and Kennth Elben: Kerr and Elben were both present when Wayne Watson was first attacked. Elben admitted his role in the beating. Each was arrested on an open charge of murder within 24 hours of Wayne’s death. The questions to be addressed: Did these two physically fit young men beat a man to death? Did they beat the life out of Wayne solely because he was gay? If yes: Is that acceptable? If the two young men were guilty, what should have been their punishment? What actual punishment resulted from Wayne’s death? Why was Wayne Watson killed?

      

      Bryan Krank: Eighteen-year-old Bryan was involved in both pre- and post-killing activities. Approximately six months after Kerr and Elben were arrested, Bryan was also charged with open murder in the death of Wayne Watson. What was Bryan’s role in the crime, if any? Could his attitudes, actions and statements have endangered the successful prosecution of either Kerr or Elben?

      

      Linda Watson Holderbaum (Hazell): Linda was Wayne’s older sister. What was her role after Wayne’s death? How did she become the spokesperson for the widely-dispersed (geographically) family? Did Linda keep records of the case? If so, how did those records have a bearing on the writing of this book?
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            Mayhem, Death At The Trestle

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Violent hate crimes against LGBT people tend to be brutal, even compared to other hate crimes…”an intense rage is present in nearly all homicide cases involving gay male victims.”

        Donald Altschiller, “Hate Crimes, a Reference Handbook, ABC-CLIO, 2005.
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      Many crime books—whether fiction or true—are whodunit books. There is an entire fiction genre, “mysteries.” Whether fiction or non-fiction, much of the content of whodunit books is the revelation of how--after many weeks, months or sometimes years of solid police work--clues are assembled, suspects developed and, normally, the “perps” are discovered. Those accused then face the consequences of their actions. With the advent and development of DNA, cold cases decades old are now being solved with increasing frequency.

      In this case, however, the two immediately-accused assailants were comfortably housed in the Kalamazoo, Michigan hoosegow (now, there’s a term for Gen X-ers!) within 12 hours of the discovery of Wayne Watson’s bludgeoned, bloody body and within 24 hours of his death.

      So, this book is more of a whydunit and a tribute to Wayne’s sister. Rather than a story about ‘who’ did a crime, this is a story about ‘why’ the crime may have been committed. (Although, there is also an element of exactly who swung the final blows that killed Wayne.) There is also speculation as to potentially how the crime was committed. There was one action—which led to subsequent actions—in this story. That initial action, agreed to by both the prosecution and the defense, may—or may not—have been the true catalyst of the events leading to the vicious killing of Wayne Watson. Also scrutinized will be the possibility of a jury verdict based on anti-LGBT bias.

      Another interesting anomaly must be revealed. Eventually, there were three persons against whom murder charges were filed. Two individuals plea bargained. A third individual was tried and completely exonerated by a jury. All of that legal action and virtually no trial transcripts exist from this case. So, another “Hip-hip, hoo-rah!” for Rebecca Pierce and her series of articles in the Kalamazoo Gazette. Without them, you, the reader would not be reading about the killing of Wayne Watson.

      Rob and I were able to supplement Pierce’s insightful articles with the police department’s investigative files, crime scene photos obtained from the Kalamazoo Department of Public Safety (KDPS), the preliminary hearing transcript for two of the accused killers and a variety of other case-related documents.

      Being that Wayne was bloodily killed in 1985 and this being written in 2018, and the killers’ identities have been known all that time, a logical question is: Why bother telling the story now?

      This writer hopes that all readers would agree that the mere suggestion of sexual activity by one person to another does not warrant that individual’s brutal death—by beating, kicking and stomping, or any other means—at the hands of others. Never, ever! The issue of the “to what extent?” may claim and use self defense is, after all, one highly significan aspect of this case.

      The killing occurred in 1985. And, it’s quite reasonable to ask: Does it really matter? Can a case which is three decades old still be relevant? Why resurrect it at this late date? Reasonable questions all; they deserve responses.

      The primary reason for telling the story is that one individual, Wayne Watson, was mercilessly beaten for (possibly) merely suggesting a homosexual act to another person. Granted, Wayne may have committed a felony if such a proposition did occur—and for allegedly touching his would-be “victim.” However, Wayne paid, well over-and-above the price that should have been paid for his actions. He was unarmed and was not known to have made any verbal threats.

      In addition, there is evidence that Wayne and his intended “victim” were joking about the proposition when things suddenly took an ugly turn and violence occurred.

      It’s regrettable that others in our great nation have also paid the ultimate price for, allegedly, the act of propositioning someone. What should the proper threshold be for such reactions? Some who were gay or lesbian have died for even less. They died for simply being what they were.

      Wayne was punched and kicked (with steel toed boots) and eventually viciously slammed on the head with a log and/or a sledge hammer. That can’t be far from whatever method was used in Cain v. Abel. Centuries-old, time-tested means were used to gruesomely kill an unarmed and out-numbered man, Wayne Watson.

      There is a second-level story here. And, it shall lead—eventually—to a bizarre twist in this case. We offer the story of a loyal, defiant sister-of-the-deceased—who refused to accept the prime premise of the case…and certainly didn’t accept the notion that someone should walk free after beating her brother to a pulp. Linda Watson Holderbaum’s story of courage, outrage and action deserves recognition.

      The writer has also been challenged as to why there should be a book about such a tragedy—a dark piece of history—about the town where Rob and this writer grew up: Kalamazoo, Michigan. One incident, even if as serious as a murder, which occurred in an hour or less is—in no way—representative of Kalamazoo’s incredibly rich, 180-year-old history.

      This case was unusual in at least one additional sense. Not one but several rather startling events followed the one-and-only jury-decided verdict in the case.

      Reviewing that history may be useful as we revisit our great, constitutionally-founded jury system in the United States. Also on the table for discussion is the unique, highly-difficult position in which jurors are sometimes placed in our system of juris prudence.

      After this writer decided to dig into Wayne’s case, Rob asked if he could be involved. His assistance was welcomed. The author was extremely thankful for his ambition and ability. He became a dogged digger for facts. He also served as the “theory thinker.” Many what-if discussion sessions were held when key puzzle pieces were missing.
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        “The fact is, I’m gay, always have been, always will be, and I couldn’t be any more happy, comfortable with myself--and proud.”

        Anderson Cooper, Television reporter, commentator
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      This story is that of Harry “Wayne” Watson. To fully grasp that story one must understand Wayne. He was born Harry Wayne Watson. His father’s first name was also Harry although the two had different middle names. So, Harry Wayne grew up as “Wayne” to friends and family. (The author had some difficulty reading all the newspaper articles about the events surrounding the case—“Harry” Watson. However, this writer also learned that Wayne was known as Harry at work.)

      Wayne was born November 21, 1953. Although his age was listed as 32 throughout the case records and media coverage, Wayne was actually 31 when he died. While the police had Wayne’s drivers license, the author suspects that Wayne’s birth year (1953) was subtracted from year-of-death (1985). The result is 32. Born in late-November, Wayne was six months shy of his 32nd birthday when he died.

      At the time of his death, Wayne was 5’ 11” tall and weighed about 240 pounds. 1 With his long, artificially curled hair, Wayne looked even taller. He had worked for over 10 years at a local, then-operating General Motors plant in Comstock—just across the common border Comstock share’s with Kalamazoo.

      He worked as an inspector on second shift. He had become a supervisor in quality control. That plant was known--since its opening in the mid-1960s--as one of the “best” employers in the Kalamazoo area—as judged by pay rates and benefits. Not long before his death, Wayne was presented with a handsome ring, in celebration of his 10-year anniversary. It was said that Wayne’s step-father, Bill Cowles, had made the ring for Wayne. Another theory was the ring was from the company. The ring had a picture of the Fisher Body logo on it—and three rubies. The ring was said to be valuable and that Wayne wore the ring all the time.

      Here’s how Wayne was described by a number of folks who knew him.

      This writer met Wayne in 1967 or 1968. Wayne would have been about 15 years old. That first impression of Wayne basically never changed. He was a super-nice, likeable guy—incredibly shy and introverted. He laughed easily, he was also intelligent--a teenage boy who was quite sensitive. The author even remembers Wayne taking a girl to his school’s prom.

      Wayne’s sister, Linda Watson Holderbaum, and this writer were married in 1968. The author does not remember learning that Wayne was gay—until after his death. It is remembered that Wayne was a diligent worker. Other impressions include that much like this writer—at that time—Wayne wasn’t terribly athletic, didn’t exercise much and he put on weight after high school. He was more mildly obese than muscular.

      The primary purpose for this chapter was to provide a flavor for how some of those who knew Wayne viewed his personality—particularly his easy-going, friendly demeanor. However, this writer would also reinforce another aspect of Wayne’s life.

      As will be explained further, Wayne kept the fact that he was gay to himself. It was not shared with his family. Not long before this book was completed this writer asked son Rob to go through the photos Linda had collected over the years. Rob later delivered a small pile of prints.

      One showed Wayne sitting with a young lady and a girl. The girl may have been eight or ten years old. This writer did not recognize the young woman but immediately said, aloud: “KATE!”

      It was a memory that penetrated the decades. The picture has only the year, 1974, written on it. It jogged the author’s memory: Wayne did bring Kate—and her daughter—to a number of family functions. At least in appearance, if not in reality, the two were dating. Such is this author’s memory of never suspecting or being told that Wayne was gay.

      Linda Watson Holderbaum was Wayne’s older sister. She outlined her perceptions of Wayne in letters found in those large manila envelopes. She wrote letters to a couple of the “sentencing judges” in the case--plus she was interviewed by Rebecca Pierce in a lengthy, half-page newspaper article after the one and only court verdict was delivered. Linda said, “My brother was a passive person. As a child he was never involved in childhood fighting, nor the rough-housing of siblings. He was generally soft-spoken and always there when anyone needed his assistance. His generosity was not limited to his family, but to all he knew and liked.” (Sadly, Linda died Memorial Day, 2017.)

      Linda reiterated Wayne’s highly responsible job—and tenure—at G.M. She mentioned that Wayne was the sole supporter for himself and for his long-time partner (eight years), Mark Gilbert. “As an adult,” she continued, “he [Wayne] was of large frame and strong, yet of gentle spirit.” 2 Linda also mentioned that Wayne’s biological father never knew, before the killing, that Wayne was gay--despite Wayne being 31 years old.

      Dan Hazell met Wayne just a year or so before Wayne was killed. Dan was to later become Linda’s husband—and Wayne’s brother-in-law. Both men worked at the same large G.M. plant. Due to the plant’s sheer size and work shifts, Dan and Wayne didn’t actually meet at G.M. Dan’s first impressions of Wayne came more from some of the women who worked in Wayne’s department. “They just simply loved him!” says Dan. “They always talked about what a great gentleman he was.”3

      Dan’s first meeting Wayne, however, didn’t square with all the things he’d heard from Wayne’s co-workers. Dan recalled that Linda hosted a Thanksgiving dinner. “And, in walked Wayne.”

      “I remember it well,” said Dan. “Wayne’s shirt was open in front, he had on a black leather sleeveless vest and a huge wallet that was attached to his vest with a chain.” Dan went on to say that Wayne seemed rather serious—which Dan mistook as Wayne being unfriendly or aloof. Being shy--especially around strangers--Wayne wasn’t much of a conversationalist. “In fact, I was a little intimidated by Wayne,” Dan recalled. 4 However, almost immediately the two quickly became acquainted and Dan became a true friend and supporter of Wayne’s. (Sadly, Dan died March 14, 2018.)

      Rob Holderbaum was only nine years old when “Uncle Wayne” was killed. He has few distinct memories of him. “I do remember one time,” Rob recalled, “when my mom had a party. It was all adults,” Rob added, with eyes rolling and a grimace on his face. “And,” Rob fondly recalls, “Wayne was the only one at the party who would play with me. I remember him playing with me on the steps—with my G I Joes.”5 The author surmises that, in all likelihood, Wayne was more comfortable with that arrangement—not having to deal with the larger social gathering. Wayne was simply quite shy—and that was probably magnified when in a room with many strangers.

      Bottom line, Wayne Watson was an extremely low-key, incredibly soft-spoken, gentle person. He was also a generous person and would, as the old expression goes, give you the shirt off his back. He was also quite resourceful.

      Wayne also lived a double life. He was gay. Although he was in his early thirties, Wayne’s biological mother and father were completely unaware of Wayne’s sexual orientation. The phrase “in the closet” rings true for Wayne. While Wayne participated fully at events like family holiday gatherings, he always attended by himself--never sharing anything that gave away his other lifestyle.

      With Linda’s death, it was hard for the author to accurately draw a bead on attitudes within the family. Wayne’s brother and younger sister had long since moved out of state. Hence, they weren’t as tuned into family knowledge and attitudes.

      One perception was that both Wayne’s mother and father—though long since divorced—held harsh, negative views about persons who were gay. One can only speculate whether Wayne was aware of those attitudes (if they existed).

      That reality makes it even more ironic that—as shall be argued--Wayne was killed specifically because he was gay. Exactly how Wayne’s killing happened is part of the mystery—a major reason for this book. However, the fact that Wayne’s death was due to his being gay is a near certainty.
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            Location: Trestle Of Death

          

          CITY’S OLDEST SUBURB—STREET CAR PARTS—TRESTLE SHORT-CUT

        

      

    

    
      Kalamazoo, Michigan

      It’s considered fly-over country. Turn your right palm towards your face. Looking at your hand, you are looking at the easily remembered mitten-shape of Michigan’s Lower Peninsula. Imagine a line drawn across your wrist—where it meets your hand. Imagine a second line a half-inch above the first. Bisect that second line. That’s where Kalamazoo, Michigan is!

      Kalamazoo’s gorgeous, 19th century main train station still operates downtown. On it hangs a large sign. One arrow points east and says: DETROIT 142 MILES. A second arrow points west and says: CHICAGO 138 MILES.1

      Edison Neighborhood

      Moving about a mile southeast from the Kalamazoo’s downtown business district, along Portage Road, one reaches a short row of businesses known for probably a century as Washington Square. The area primarily east of Washington Square is the Washington Square or, in more recent years, the Edison Neighborhood. It was one of Kalamazoo’s first suburbs that located within the city limits. The neighborhood experienced most of its growth in the 1890s and early-1900s.

      As with scores of cities like Kalamazoo, the Edison Neighborhood consists largely of an aging housing stock—larger homes used to be, almost exclusively, single family dwellings. Just over half the homes in the neighborhood were built before 1950. More than one-third of the houses were built before 1940. Many of that number were built in the early days of the 20th century.2

      The house at 1422 Washington Avenue still stands in 2018. It fits that general description. It is a large house; City of Kalamazoo housing records show the house was built in 1901—like most of the other houses in that part of the neighborhood.

      This was the house where Wayne Watson and Mark Gilbert, his partner of eight years, lived. Wayne’s employer, General Motors, was about three miles farther east and south of his apartment. (The plant has long since closed.)

      
        
          [image: ]
        

        Southeast side of Kalamazoo, Edison Neighborhood on the left side of the railroad; Comstock Township, where Elben and Krank lived, is on the right. Drawing prepared by Linda S. Holderbaum.

      

      The Trestle—Ransler Moving & Storage

      A right-left-right, zig-zag route three blocks further east and south from Wayne’s apartment takes you to 1501 Fulford Street. The long, two-story brick building still stands. In 1985 the northernmost section of this building housed the Ransler Moving and Storage Company. Over the years the long building has housed a wide variety of tenants, some have been small commercial businesses; others engaged in light manufacturing.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

        Former Star Brass/Ransler Moving & Storage, now Jericho Town/Fido Motors Café building. Railroad runs behind this building, completely hiding trestle from Fulford St., on left.

      

      The still fairly-attractive brick building which housed Ransler was built in the late-1890s. It’s housed businesses for about 120 years. For several of its early decades the building housed Star Brass Works. Star was founded in the late 1890s elsewhere in Kalamazoo.

      Star Brass became one of Kalamazoo’s oldest industrial firms. In its day Star Brass was the world’s largest manufacturer of trolley electric pick-up wheels. Those were the small wheels that rotated atop the poles which extended up from street cars, connecting the car to the electric lines which powered the trolley.

      Even after street cars had fallen from favor in the United States, Star Brass Works continued to supply the same parts for street cars in Europe and in Third World countries.3

      As suggested by the company’s name, Star Brass Works, the firm created a variety of brass alloys. Another company known world-wide which manufactured products in Kalamazoo from the early 1900s until about 1985 was the Gibson Company. It made, of course, musical instruments—guitars, mandolins, banjos, etc. Prior to World War II, Star Brass Works contracted with Gibson to produce brass sound rings for banjos.4

      In another part of the long building, the once-highly-important-Kalamazoo-employer, Fuller Manufacturing, operated a foundry.

      Ransler Moving & Storage occupied the building from about 1957 until 1999. During 1957 Star Brass Works and Ransler Moving & Van Service both occupied the structure. At least one person connected to the Watson case both worked at Ransler and lived in the nearby neighborhood.

      Today, Jericho Town owns the building. One component of Jericho Town is Fido Motors, which produces state-of-the-art, concept electric motor scooters (along with running a great coffee shop). Jericho Town sub-lets the rest of the building to a number of smaller businesses—with a conscious attempt to preserve the look the building had—inside and out--when it was occupied by Star Brass Works.

      Railroad Behind Ransler

      The long building runs north and south, along Fulford Street. About 30 yards behind (east) of the building and, again, running roughly north and south, but not exactly parallel to Fulford Street, there’s a set of railroad tracks. The former Conrail tracks sit atop a 12- to 15-foot berm. It consists of earth and fist-size stones. This author was informed early on that the trestle was directly behind the Ransler building.

      This author grew up on the other side of town and was totally unfamiliar with Fulford Street and the buildings in the neighborhood where Ransler was located. On an initial trip through the neighborhood and to the building, this writer did not find the trestle—due mainly to its being hidden from Fulford Street and due to foliage which had grown up over the years.

      In an attempt to locate the trestle, a note was placed on “Vanished Kalamazoo,” a Facebook page about the city’s history. Several responses were posted. One post was by none other than Robert Koren, a high school classmate of the author’s—and a long-time-but-now-retired railroad employee.

      Bob indicated that the generally north-south set of tracks—which sits atop the berm—was once the Grand Rapids & Indiana Railroad. At one time the set of tracks ran from Fort Wayne, Indiana (to the south of Kalamazoo) all the way to Mackinac City--at the very top of Michigan’s famous Lower Peninsula mitten. That railroad later became part of the Pennsylvania Central Railroad. Bob Koren also revealed there used to be tracks below the trestle. They were removed well before 1985. That set of tracks had once been part of the GTW Railroad, running between Battle Creek and Kalamazoo. Battle Creek is approximately 20 miles east of Kalamazoo.5

      Several hundred yards north of the Ransler Building, the generally north-south Penn Central tracks begin angling to the southeast. That puts the trestle even farther from the nearest street, Fulford Street. The trestle sits directly behind (east) of the Ransler building, making it even harder to find.
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