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AUTHOR’S NOTE


The vast majority of conversations and all interviews included in this book were recorded so they could be reproduced in print. When that was not possible, the author worked with the subjects to reproduce the dialogue from our shared memory, text messages, and email. Some conversations and scenes have been condensed for length and clarity.














PROLOGUE


WHAT CAME BEFORE


At the risk of sounding like an absolute twenty-first-century cliché… it all started with a podcast.


I’ve been interested in unsolved cases, real or fictional, for as long as I can remember—detective novels, unexplained events, Unsolved Mysteries—but if you’d asked me back in school what I’d be writing about now, I never could’ve guessed where I’ve ended up: researching and writing about the unidentified dead, often called John and Jane Does. Burying myself in old articles, police reports, and transcripts of blurry taped interviews, or poring over maps of highways and parks and forests that had been bulldozed into subdivisions… it’s hardly a choice that comes up in the guidance counselor’s office, is it?


I’d studied fiction and creative writing in college and grad school, but after I graduated, I realized I was more interested in nonfiction—seeking out real stories, with real people, that hadn’t been explored. I ended up in a full-time non-tenure-track job in the English department of a large university in Atlanta. Gradually, life settled in around me; I got married, and as my thirties hit, I had my son. I taught fiction, and wrote it, sometimes, but was hungry for other stories. Literature paid the bills, though.


But then, in the long sleepless nights of his newborn era, I started listening to podcasts.


For hours upon hours, I’d pace back and forth in the rickety little hallway of our first home, bouncing my restless baby, Serial in my ears. When I finished that gateway series, I downloaded everything “true crime” I could find. I got an Audible subscription so I could listen to Ann Rule’s books. Then there were the web forums. That’s when I discovered that all the cases I’d obsessed over, watching reruns of Unsolved Mysteries? So many were still unsolved. Why? I needed to know. What had been missed? I dug through Google Scholar and the university archives while the laundry ran. I became an expert at scrolling Reddit with one hand. The other was full of baby.


Fully immersed in this world, I stumbled across a particular podcast in 2016 that changed everything—not the show itself, so much as the story. Although, it’s a very good podcast. The host, Robin Warder, had been asked to cover a case that was almost totally unknown to anyone, one that had taken place in Georgia—just two hours away from Atlanta. And that was strange to me, because by this point I had begun to follow just about every cold case in the Southeastern United States. And this one, which I’d never even heard about before, concerned the disappearance of fifteen-year-old twins, Jeannette and Dannette Millbrook.


The twins were last seen on March 18, 1990, in Augusta, Georgia. Their case had somehow been closed about a year after they were reported missing by their mother, right after they would have turned seventeen. The case closure meant they were removed from the NCMEC—the National Center for Missing and Exploited Children—database. But the twins hadn’t returned home. In fact, they’d never even been located. I decided to search for more information, but there was almost nothing out there. After a lot of searching, I discovered another podcast had been contacted by the same advocate who tipped off Robin Warder. Between the two, I discovered that in 2013 the twins were relisted in the NCMEC database, and on the Charley Project, an online collection of more than fourteen thousand “cold cases,” mainly in the United States. A few articles had been written when their case was reopened in 2013, but other than that, I couldn’t find much more information. Who, and what, had failed?


I brought up one of those articles—about the case reopening for Jeannette and Dannette Millbrook, back in 2013—in a composition class, interested to hear what my students might think. We discussed how little news coverage existed, and why their case had been closed when they were still missing. My students had a good discussion that day, and I kept thinking about the news photo of their mother and their younger sister, holding framed pictures of the twins: frozen in time at fifteen years old, in blurry yearbook shots. Later, I’d find out that these were some of the only remaining photos of them. The twins’ mother had given the rest over to law enforcement. They weren’t returned.


Around the same time, it just so happened that I’d gotten a small grant to design a podcasting class for the university. I was teaching myself to use the audio equipment I’d purchased for the task. But before I instructed my students in narrative podcasting, I needed to do a test run for myself. I’d originally planned on making something that would never leave the confines of my hard drive. Writing Flash Fiction. Writing Even More Flash Fiction. Something exciting like that.


But maybe, just maybe… I could do something useful while I learned.
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Later that spring, my college friend Brooke and I met up for a playdate, and as we watched our boys fall over in a pit of plastic balls, I told her the story of the missing twins. Brooke was a licensed professional counselor and understood a lot; I enjoyed talking through cases from podcasts with her. She asked interesting questions about people that I’d never think of: the whys of who they were, not just the hows of what they did. Now that I was thinking of starting one of my own, I realized I couldn’t do it without her. I wanted to take a dive into the twins’ case, with fresh eyes, and I hoped she’d be willing to use her expertise to work directly with the family, doing interviews—if they were interested and gave us permission to cover the case. Meanwhile, I’d do the research and write the scripts. After we’d finished, we’d work with the twins’ family to review and approve it all, and in return, they’d have a media source for the story that was complete.


Brooke, wincing as my toddler nailed her smaller toddler in the face with a red ball, agreed.


After flipping through a few websites on the history of the American Southeast, we decided to call our show The Fall Line. The metaphor worked on a few different levels: the geographical divide across Georgia, our home state, and the crack that seemed to widen and swallow up the cases that didn’t hold enough public interest to stay afloat.


That was the start. We had no idea what we were doing on the audio front, but we found a lot on everything else. And, to our surprise, people listened. We raised money for a reward. A billboard. The twins’ family gave national interviews. And then, there were many more cases—suggestions flooding our new Gmail. Before I knew it, I had two full-time jobs: English professor and researcher of cases with scant media footprints. I learned to file FOIA (Freedom of Information Act) requests for more details on missing-persons cases and cold cases. I started visiting police departments and sheriff’s offices and medical examiners. We searched county and state databases for the missing and murdered who’d had no media coverage, often reaching out directly to families. Soon, they started coming to us.


Fortunately, I didn’t teach on Fridays. We’d go do interviews then, or after classes, or weekends. My husband worked six days a week, so childcare was tricky to arrange. But we managed. We drove down tire-rutted roads in remote Southern towns to interview the families of victims whose stories the media hadn’t bothered to cover, and we set up recording equipment on kitchen counters or back porches. We listened to mothers and fathers, sisters and brothers, friends and teachers talk about the day their loved ones were found in ditches or along dirt roads or disappeared right off the front porch. There was no end to it. So many people had been seeking news coverage that never came.


With so many families seeking publicity for their own loved ones’ cases, it took us a while to come across John and Jane Does, which are what law enforcement calls victims whose remains have been found but remain unidentified. Still, when you’re researching missing-persons cases, it’s inevitable that you also begin to learn the ins and outs of the databases that catalog the dead—both the identified and the unidentified. Often, it comes down to a matching game—linking up reports of missing individuals with reports of found remains, cross-checking for specific details that can help identify the decedent. A unique tattoo. A special necklace. A scar. A healed broken bone. It took a little doing, but soon I understood how to use keyword searches on sites like the National Missing and Unidentified Persons System (NamUs), and the Doe Network. The latter was designed by passionate volunteers who’d solved some of the first amateur sleuth identification cases. In addition to searching for key identification details, I also learned how to check for exclusions—that’s when a missing person had been ruled in or out as a match for a decedent, based on things like dental records or fingerprints or DNA.


We didn’t cover an unidentified persons case on The Fall Line until 2018. I knew the background information for this particular victim would be scarce, at least until the advent of message boards; after all, news media couldn’t do much, narratively speaking, with an unknown person whose body had been found. There was no family to interview. No trail to chase. There were a few Doe cases that had caught the public’s attention over the years, but they generally reflected the same characteristics of the most famous missing persons and unsolved murders that were tied to identities: in general, young white children and young white women. And even those few were, at best, regional.


This had been the thing that bothered me most from day one: Doe cases got the least coverage, even though they were the ones that needed it most. So, I filed a fresh batch of FOIAs on the unidentified dead, the ones whose case numbers I’d been tracking in NamUs and whose nicknames were set to Google Alerts: Julie Doe. Dennis Doe. Christmas Doe. When I got the very first file, I knew—these were the cases I needed to write about, above all. There was no one out there advocating for them. No family holding a memorial for Jane Doe 1980. Or if there were, it was under a different name. But maybe their attention could be attracted and connected to the unidentified. After all, if you can construct a story with the pieces that death has left behind, someone might recognize the life that preceded them.


As helpful as my own curiosity was, I also knew that in order to really understand the reports I was receiving with these cases—descriptions of bones, ancestry estimations, entomology reports, forensic reconstructions, email communications regarding DNA and isotopic testing and soil and all the languages of science—I needed to speak to experts who could help me translate these findings and reveal how this new information could be used to help solve these cold cases. What evidence needed to be reanalyzed? What new methods should be applied? What signs should we be looking for to signal that something crucial had been missed, or could be done again, or tried now, with new technology?


That’s how I met Dr. Amy Michael. At the time, she was a lecturer at the University of New Hampshire, in the anthropology department. Now, she’s an assistant professor with her own lab, the Forensic Anthropology Identification and Recovery (FAIR) Lab. We were introduced by mutual colleagues who thought she might help me sort through some of the more confounding FOIAs I’d received on a few cold unidentified decedents (UID) cases. As luck would have it, she was able to help and, in the process, became one of my best friends. It’s not often I find another professor who shares my affinity for loud music and cult horror classics. Before Amy, I’d spent most of my time in academia feeling like I was visiting alien landscapes, populated by a species utterly unknowable but subsisting on the same diet of textbooks.


Amy helped me make sense of so much. She showed me how to interpret the previously impenetrable language of medical examiners and forensic anthropology reports. She assigned me reading—whole textbooks sometimes, but also articles and case studies on specific foundational topics. I began to recognize a thorough skeletal analysis when I saw one. Amy also taught me that her field, biological anthropology, and its application to forensic science, was far from static.


Anthropologists continually refine and redefine and reform their opinions, and that has a lot of implications for these kinds of criminal investigations. For example, if a skeleton was recovered and examined in 1986 but not identified, it should be regularly revisited. That was Amy’s view, at least, and one she was pushing to make a norm. New technology might be able to reveal new clues about who this person was. Mistakes could be caught—or not even mistakes, necessarily. Perhaps we can gain new understanding or reinterpretation on an unidentified person’s ancestry, their age, their sex characteristics. Getting new eyes trained by new mentors on new methods could be the difference between an identification that finally brings worried families some peace and an everlasting cold case.


It didn’t take long for Amy to become a permanent fixture in my life. She’s a regular guest on the podcast. I virtually visit her classes and teach FOIA best practices or lecture on ethical true crime. She realized my research skills could help with the cases in her lab, and the interviews I’d become used to doing with families could add much to post-case study. We knew we wanted to work together more permanently. I wanted to help, somehow, with the actual identification process, to make a difference in these cold cases I kept coming across. And in late 2020, we found our chance: to work on and fund the identification of a woman then known only as Ina Jane Doe.
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Ina Jane Doe, called “Ina” after a nearby town, was found in Wayne Fitzgerrell State Park in Jefferson County, Illinois, in January 1993. Ina had been decapitated by her killer; only her head and several attached vertebrae were recovered at the crime scene. Authorities had done their best to identify her—they’d commissioned forensic art, completed an exhaustive search of the forest, reached out across state lines for more information, and conducted a thorough investigation—but despite their efforts, the killer’s attempt to disguise her identity was successful.


All law enforcement knew was that she was a presumed white female, assumed to be somewhere between thirty and fifty years old, with red hair. The anthropologist who first examined Ina Jane Doe described her as having skeletal asymmetry and a possible neck condition called torticollis, or wry neck syndrome. Both aspects were reflected in the forensic art produced in her case. Those theories, and the artistic choices, were the initial reason why Amy wanted to approach the sheriff’s office to offer skeletal reanalysis.


And that’s where we began. Amy had been on the receiving end of casework for years—in addition to teaching anthropology classes at the university, she was also working on forensic cases for the state police in New Hampshire. But this was a little different. This case ultimately rested in our hands. We would be the ones to secure a lab for the extraction and—if that was successful—the sequencing. A kit would need to be prepared for upload to a public genealogy website. And then would come the final bit of connective tissue: investigative genetic genealogy. It was going to take a lot of time, money, and effort to do our due diligence, and even after all that, nothing was guaranteed.


In the last few years, dozens of John and Jane Does have been identified in the United States alone. That includes some of the highest-profile and longest-running cold cases—the Boy in the Box. Lyle Stevik. Delta Dawn. Baby Horry. Orange Socks. The Somerton Man. The Lady of the Dunes. A litany of nicknames every web sleuth, forensic anthropologist, investigative genetic genealogist, and crime researcher knows—we talk about them in shorthand. Delta is solved. They ID’d Lyle. We know that Doe cases once thought impossible to solve now have a real chance at closure.


With each passing year—each month—the tools of identification are refined, reworked, sometimes revolutionized. The headlines can feel like magic: “After 30 Years, Identified.” “Unknown Woman Finally Has a Name.” “Mysterious ‘John Doe’ IDed as Local Man.”


But for every case that gets solved, there are still so many more that desperately need a second—or a third—look.


Many people are called to the cases of the unidentified: scientists of every discipline, artists, researchers, writers, genealogists, investigators, even podcasters. Perhaps we’re driven by the same paradox: Does are found and lost in the same moment, caught between mystery and resolution. A body is discovered; a crime is revealed. Sometimes a killer is even caught. But the victim is still nameless. A family out there, somewhere, still waits for answers. There’s a feeling that you get sometimes at night—no matter what your religious beliefs might be—that they all rest uneasy, living and dead.


If you do this work—amateur, professional, it seems to make no difference—that can weigh heavily on you. So, you stay up too late, scrolling web page after web page, trying to match John and Jane Does against the thousands of missing-persons cases listed in NamUs. You scour archived newspapers and web forums looking for names of those who never made it into the system in the first place—who were never officially reported missing but found all the same. They became the bags of bones along highways. At borders. Under bridges. Across state lines, on the routes that truckers favor. You don’t always get the answers you’re seeking, but sometimes you realize you need to take a step back so you can move on to the next search and work on how to address the most ignored or underfunded cases: decedents at the Southern border; the unidentified, unhoused, stolen ancestral remains lying in museum collections; the unmarked graves of Native children at residential schools; boxes of bones sitting on university shelves. It just never ends.


Ultimately, all we want to do is to be able to lay them to rest. Maybe that means we can help close a case—though it might not always mean closure for the loved ones who’ve been wondering what happened for all those years. More often, it’s the beginning of another mystery, another unspooling, the threads of a second investigation into a murder. Sometimes, an identification in and of itself can answer many questions at once. But in others? There might be nothing, a dead end. Or something else opens up altogether: a vast warren of possibilities, twisting in against one another, recasting old suspicions that once lay dormant, bringing new ones to light.


Unless an identification is tied to an accidental or natural death, or suicide, there’s always an “and then.”


But that takes different expertise.


It’s difficult to get a precise count, but there are approximately forty thousand unidentified decedents in the United States. That statistic has been used since 2007 when the Department of Justice’s Nancy Ritter published an article covering the scope of our national problem with cold Doe cases—something she called “the silent mass disaster.”1 The figure is still used today, though some argue it could be closer to sixty thousand.2 After all, this reported number does not account for the cases that have not been entered into systems. And there’s always the question of where the money is going to come from, since funding for new DNA testing and genetic genealogy isn’t built into many departmental budgets. The official funding for Doe identification—which in turn solves at least some missing-persons cases—will never be high enough to meet the need. Lab costs alone for DNA testing can run several thousand dollars per case; running several together, in batches, can save money, but it’s still an expensive business and it’s never guaranteed, especially in cases where the DNA has been mishandled or has degraded over time. DNA testing might be revolutionary, but it is not a panacea.


And what about cases where samples have never been taken in the first place? Exhumations can be costly. And then there are the cases where there are no bodies to test. The remains have been cremated beyond salvaging. Or they’ve been lost somewhere along the way: in a move from one office to another, in a flood, in a fire, due to bad recordkeeping by a cemetery. Fortunately, because DNA isn’t the only tool in our arsenal, other forms of identification can and will continue to help us identify Does. Forensic reconstruction; dental comparisons and odontological study; study of identifying details of the body, like medical implants or fingerprints; skeletal analysis—these methods are not static. Advances in each aspect of possible human identification are vital in the common goal: resolution of cases. I’ve spent more than a year following experts who want to solve more cases faster and better. I recognize the scope of what they’re facing, but more than anything I’m full of hope that they’ll close more cases each year. That there will be fewer unidentified dead ignored and forgotten.


Those stories are just waiting to be told. But to tell them well, you have to unravel the forensic web—why some victims are identified, and some aren’t, and how that’s changing with every advance. There are many experts who have recognized the gaps and are working to build bridges and address the faults. To appreciate what they do, it helps to separate the science, strand by strand, method by method. Because it’s those steps that make the magic headlines appear and create the satisfying endings.


That’s the story of Ina Jane Doe: not just her death or the discovery of her remains in a lonely corner of a rural state park. It really comes down to the science behind every attempt to connect her to the woman she’d been in life, and to the people who never stopped looking for her.
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CHAPTER ONE


THE CASE: THE WOMAN IN THE WOODS


January 27, 1993—Wayne Fitzgerrell State Park near Ina, Illinois


It was January in Jefferson County, Illinois, and two local girls—ages ten and twelve—decided to go on a walk. Or maybe it was a run; news reports varied. It was late afternoon on a Wednesday, but the day reached fifty-five degrees and managed clear skies, which wasn’t too bad, especially for winter in the Midwest. It was as good a time as any to tromp through the state park that stretched across two local counties, Jefferson and Franklin, and wrapped around Rend Lake. The state recreation area covered more than three thousand acres,1 and most of it seemed to touch the water in one way or another. The northernmost edge of the property cut between Jefferson and Franklin, a boundary line that began beneath the lake. That edge of the park was close to the town of Ina, Illinois—a tiny place that nevertheless had made headlines just a few years before when an entire family, the Dardeens, had been murdered nearby.


The far shore of Wayne Fitzgerrell Park cut a ragged curve, creating peninsulas as it wound down toward its southernmost tip, culminating in a point out into the water. Illinois Route 154 bisected the southern point of the park, near the town of Whittington; that’s where the more formal entrance to the recreation area was, and where campers would pull in, during the various seasons, with RVs and trucks. Inside, they’d be able to peruse a picnic area, a horse barn, a boat launch, and the newly built Rend Lake Resort,2 which drew in guests from all over, but especially neighboring Missouri and Kentucky, and of course, Illinois. Hunters came when the season called for it, to stalk game or shoot fowl from land or boats. During the summers, families could prop their feet up and cast a lazy line from the docks built onto little cabins along the lake.


Of course, in the middle of winter, the sunshine-fueled activities that often populated the area with tourists had mostly come to a pause. But locals still enjoyed the park’s natural beauty, and security still did multiple rounds of the property each day from their vehicles. Park logs from late January 1993 showed no sign of suspicious or unusual activity.


The girls were exploring the park on foot when they noticed something red tangled up in the briars and brush. It sat at the base of a tree, on the right-hand side of the access road to the park’s primitive campground. Perhaps they imagined it was an assortment of autumn leaves that had been spared during winter’s erratic snowfalls. Or maybe they suspected right away, even if they didn’t want to.


Upon closer inspection, the girls must have realized the red coloring they’d spotted from afar was hair. Not a wig, or a discarded doll, or mannequin. This was human hair attached to a very human head, lying in the underbrush, with no body in sight. It was close to dusk. But they must have seen enough. And the girls must have run to find help.


Fortunately, they didn’t have far to go; an official record with the Illinois State Police was opened just thirty minutes later, at 5:20 p.m. That’s when the Illinois Division of Criminal Investigation, in Marion, Illinois, contacted Special Agent Charles Parker, who would become the initial reporting agent on the case. Special Agent Parker was informed that there had been the decapitated head of a presumed white female discovered at the north end of Wayne Fitzgerrell State Park. A number of officers were already on scene.


The park wasn’t busy that Wednesday; it was late January, after all. Winter vacation was over, and with deer season just finished, there were only a few guests registered to camp overnight.3 There wouldn’t have been many who saw the law-enforcement vehicles gathering at dusk, strung along the primitive campground road. There were cars from multiple agencies and both neighboring counties—Jefferson and Franklin. Officials knew they’d have to determine where on the county line the crime scene sat, though both agreed to assist with any search. Troopers. State police. Sheriff’s deputies. Blue-and-red lights casting color and shadow across trees set back from the road, dense in some spots, scattered in others, and mostly bare of leaves.


Thick brush crisscrossed the roots, and a steady ribbon of yellow winter grass separated the road from the woods. Under the glow of all that light, officers stepped forward to take a closer look at what the girls had seen: the decapitated head of a woman, whom the pathologist would initially estimate to have been between her late twenties and late thirties at the time of her death. She appeared to be white. Her head had been severed just below the fourth cervical vertebra. There were no other immediate signs of her remains in the area.


Law enforcement’s first impression that night was chilling: The officers suspected that whoever had dismembered this woman could have thrown her head from the driver’s side window of a vehicle, into the brush. Who knows where the crime itself may have occurred. There must be a thousand places where the evidence of murder—and certainly, it must have been murder, to commit such violence after the fact—could have been secreted away forever.


But then again, she hadn’t been hidden.


Assuming the perpetrator deposited her remains from a car, it wouldn’t have taken much longer to tuck her remains deeper into the woods, or to drive just a little farther down the road to the lake. But instead, she’d been left just a little way off the road. It seemed that she hadn’t been placed there so much as she might have been thrown. Maybe from a moving vehicle. Had the killer been frightened or forced away from the original drop-off spot he had in mind? Or had they really been that bold, or callous, or careless?


She was found at the north end of the park, closer to the town of Ina than to the town of Whittington, on the south end. Consequently, it was determined that the county line fell through the primitive campground, and the crime scene lay on the Jefferson County side of the divide, meaning it was Jefferson County’s case to handle, along with the Illinois State Police.4 Many agencies would be there, to help, into that first night and the coming days. But the woman would be forever associated primarily with Jefferson County and the little town near the north end of the park. In months, or maybe years, without a name to call her, she would become Ina Jane Doe.


Her case began officially with a State Police Case Action Report. The file would eventually stretch four hundred pages long, give or take, and contain photos, reports, VICAP printouts, phone notations, leads, test results, forensic reconstructions, records of evidence transfer between the coroner, the pathologist, a forensic odontologist, the lab, a forensic anthropologist… but the earliest was a slightly faded copy of a case report written by a member of the Illinois State Police. It was typed up afterward, from notes taken at the scene later that night. Twilight had set in by then. The woman’s red hair must have looked a different shade to the agent who was gathering as much information as quickly as he could before he lost all the light. Perhaps that’s why he described the victim as brunette. There are always inaccuracies.


This initial report was just a page or so of typed text, prepared a week after the first trip to the crime scene. It was soon accompanied by long lists of items collected at the scene, which were carefully bagged and placed in filters. Bag 1. Bag 2. Who had custody of Bag 7; what it contained. Where it would be taken. The language of investigation has always been to the point and detached. It has to be; the steps must be easy to retrace, again and again, by all the investigators who may follow.
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From the case file of “Ina Jane Doe,” Freedom of Information Act fulfillment, excerpt:



CASE NUMBER 93PO723. JANUARY 27, 1993. REPORTING AGENT, S/A C.P. [ILLEGIBLE WORD]: JANE DOE


[…] At approximately 6:00 PM on 01/27/1993, the reporting agent (R/A) arrived at the Primitive Camp area in the Wayne Fitzgerrell State Park north of Illinois Rt. 154 […] The R/A’s attention was directed to a thicket on the north side of the Primitive Camp Area Road. The R/A observed the decapitated head of a white female lying on the right side.


The decapitated head had brown hair which was partly entangled in briars […] Crime Scene Technician (CST) O. photographed the scene, took measurements, and processed the scene for evidence. At approximately 7:00 PM, Dr. G., Jefferson County Coroner, arrived at the scene. CST O. also examined the scene and took photographs, and at approximately 8:05 PM, the decapitated head was placed in a plastic bag and removed from the scene by Capt. A.


At approximately 8:55 pm […] the R/A, Capt. A, and CST O. met with Dr. G. and Dr. K. Dr. K x-rayed the plastic bag containing the decapitated head. An examination of the teeth revealed that a three-part root canal had been performed on the first molar of the lower left side, and the second molar on the lower left side had a filling. There was also a filling in the first molar on the lower right side, and there were no wisdom teeth present. It was also determined that the head had been severed at the fourth cervical vertebrae […]


Attached to this report is a copy of a map depicting the area with an ‘X’ marking the approximate location of the decapitated head.





The X was tiny, placed at the edge of a line that looked just like all the others. Following the thick black line of the map, the scene of discovery was 2.2 miles northwest of the park’s main entrance, and then another 1.2 miles north up the primitive campground road.


Though the search began at that spot on the night of the twenty-seventh, they’d have to return in the morning. And then again. Then they’d fan out, on foot, with dogs, and then to search by air.




[…] At approximately 8:00 AM, on 01/28/93, the reporting agent (R/A) met with personnel from The Illinois State Police, Division of Criminal Investigation (ISP/DCI), and Division of State Troopers (DST), the Jefferson County Sheriff’s Department, the Franklin County Sheriff’s Department, and the Department of Conservation. Following the meeting, a foot and aerial search was conducted of the area where the decapitated head was found. The search included both sides of the access roads and the parking areas.
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The language of a police file can seem disconcerting at first when it is viewed by outsiders. After all, it isn’t a suspense novel laid out with perfect detail so real that you feel like you’re standing in the cold woods yourself. In fact, you can forget there was a “there” at all. Or a woman. Because, for the context of that document, she’d been reduced to a part of what had once been whole: the head.


But when you take a step back, the rest of it shifts back into focus. You remember that the head—the person—lived through thousands of moments of life. That crown in her tooth had likely come with an afternoon numbed by Novocain, a thick, cotton-y feeling in the mouth, and then an aching jaw for a day. Her hair—naturally reddish, it would turn out, once examined in the light—wasn’t touched by gray. Then again, redheads generally don’t go gray early. And she was so much more than just her appearance. Was she a mother, a sister, a classmate, a friend? Had she made plans the day she died—to cook a meal, to pick up children from school, to finish a shift at work? All the clues they might have used, to make educated guesses about who she was and the life she left behind, had been carefully removed. She could have been anyone.


She was certainly someone, and that didn’t end the moment she died. But one thing you pick up when you follow the medical examiners, the anthropologists, and the rest of the specialists investigating the murders and identities of the dead is that the most decent of these professionals treat human remains with incredible respect. The best of them also want to solve their deaths and reunite victims with their identities. But they also distance themselves. It’s often necessary.


Perhaps, when they stop to think too long about the woman behind the decapitated head, found by the girls in the park, it’s harder to see the big picture. But maybe she’s always there, in the background, driving the case. I’ve read enough files and can sense when that urgency is there, under the antiseptic language.


Don’t get me wrong; there are definitely law-enforcement officers who don’t care much about cases, especially cold ones. That is a truth you learn quickly. And when you try to help families gain attention for missing loved ones, it becomes depressingly clear: Some cases only get a cursory examination. And there will always be families that know damned well that their loved ones’ files were lost, or thin, and will never be touched again, and they can’t even get a phone call returned. And too often, there’s nothing they can do about it.


But then there are those four-hundred-page files. Perhaps they begin with a report that might feel cold. Perhaps focusing on a decapitated head, in language that feels a million miles away from the horror of the moment. Underneath that, though, you’ll see the willingness to try out an array of methods, spend money on reconstruction, on testing, on anything, to get a person identified. The head is the language of the paperwork, not the heart. The memory of a slackened face against the dried grass, the decomposition. The knowledge that one person could and would decapitate another with a few clean strokes. But lying beneath all that are pages and pages of attempts at something resembling resolution, the undercurrent of every hour spent on a case that ultimately leads you right back to where you started.
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In 1993, newspapers reported that Ina Jane Doe’s head was estimated to have lain in the park for two or three days, but the pathologist’s report amended that to four to five days, with an outside range of two weeks.5 The weather was cold but not consistently below freezing; records indicated highs in the mid-fifties and lows in the thirties on the twenty-seventh.6 The week or so before had featured days both cooler and warmer, with some evenings reaching freezing temperatures.


According to the pathologist who first examined her remains, there were no signs of animal predation or insect activity; that notation seems to indicate a PMI, or postmortem interval—time elapsed since death—on the shorter range of the scale. Even in winter, if Ina Jane Doe’s remains had rested along the side of the road for weeks, some scavenging would be expected. It was a small mercy that the head was still intact; her features were fairly recognizable, though the pathologist was uncertain of her eye color. He thought they had been dark—probably hazel or brown. A redheaded white female with hair that touched her shoulders, and, maybe, dark eyes. She was perhaps twenty-five or thirty, or so said the very earliest reports.7


That age estimate was later amended to thirty to fifty after all the experts had contributed their opinions. A wide range is normal, especially when a person is an adult and found in a state of decomposition or partial or full skeletonization. Without postcrania—that is, the rest of the skeleton below the skull—to examine, age-range estimations can be even broader.


All examiners noted that Ina Jane Doe had extensive dental work at some point in her life—including a rather unique crown and filling that might be used to identify her.8 But there was also significant decay affecting a number of her teeth. That’s a somewhat unusual combination: painstaking (and often expensive) dental restoration alongside advanced dental deterioration could signal some kind of change or shift in her life, whether it be physiological, environmental, or economic. That, too, could be a thread that might lead to her identification.


Her manner of death was listed as homicide. The effort made to hide her identity made it impossible to definitively rule on cause of death, though notations of her injuries were made and a suggestion was offered. The coroner carefully stored what had been recovered of Ina’s remains for two days in his freezer. Meanwhile, the local forensic tech helped officers from every department in the area search the rest of the park. That tech brought back samples in bags and vials—leaves, a tiny fleck of red material that had clung to the forest floor—and carefully entered them into the system. Long red hair from a comb used to examine Ina was bagged and marked. Once the pathologist took samples of blood and tissue, those specimens were labeled, too, and delivered to the lab for analysis.


In those first few days, records traced the path of each item and aspect of the case, from a single filter of dirt to the victim herself, to follow the chain of custody. The pathologist learned as much as they could during their initial inspection, and then sent Ina to be carefully examined by an anthropologist. But they could have learned so much more if the killer hadn’t dismembered her or they’d been able to find the rest of her body. In all likelihood, that had been the point. It was still in the early days of forensic DNA swabbing, but in 1993 they could check for fingerprints, swab for semen, and test blood type. No samples were submitted for DNA processing.


Back then, few departments had easy access to that kind of technology and testing, let alone the budget. The United States’ first criminal case had successfully been won, at least partially, thanks to DNA evidence, in 1987.9 But DNA collection was still not the norm, and this kind of evidence works best when you have something to compare it with. It would be another year before the 1994 DNA Identification Act, which established the National DNA Index System. The NDIS created a database and federal oversight of that system, where local and federal law enforcement could upload different DNA profiles of samples taken from various crime scenes, which would eventually become an element of the FBI’s CODIS—the Combined DNA Index System.


If Ina had been found years later, they might have been able to find remnants of the perpetrator’s DNA on her. But even so, if that person wasn’t in the system, there still wouldn’t be a match. The same could be said for her own DNA sample. Most departments wouldn’t see the true possibilities of investigative genetic genealogy until 2018 when scientists and genealogists used it to throw the door wide open for cases that had long gone cold, ranging from long-standing Doe cases to infamous serial perpetrators like the Golden State Killer, Joseph DeAngelo.


But in 1993, choices were limited. Illinois authorities could, and would, complete and submit a Violent Criminal Apprehension Program (VICAP) report for Ina. VICAP, developed and implemented in the mid-1980s, creates a repository for analysts who can then potentially connect crimes that might not otherwise be linked; for example, an investigator might notice a pattern in line with a case they’re working on, based on demographics, location, signature, or method.10 Illinois authorities would also begin their attempts to match Ina to a missing-persons report from another state, even as her remains made their way to a forensic anthropologist for further study.


Despite their efforts, investigators faced a number of challenges. First, the “crime scene” was not, in the literal sense, the scene of the crime but rather the point of discovery. What’s more, the majority of her skeleton was still missing, and law enforcement had no way of knowing if the murderer had further scattered her remains. The rest of her body could be anywhere, even in the nearby lake—the search of which would be an enormous undertaking, beyond the resources of a small department. It stretched thirteen miles long and three miles wide and had depths of up to thirty-five feet, though it averaged closer to ten.11


But she could have been taken anywhere else, too. She had not been a large woman in life. Stature was incredibly difficult to estimate, given the evidence, but no one thought she would have been over five foot five or so. On the park’s grounds alone, there would have been a hundred places to obscure the rest of her, especially if the killer had continued the ugly work he’d begun: dismembering and scattering her remains. There was no guarantee the rest of her body would be recovered, which in turn decreased the amount of information the investigators could feasibly glean about her life and her death. In hiding what was left of the victim, Ina’s killer had essentially forced investigators to work in reverse: Take this awful crime and turn it back into a person.
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Jefferson County authorities had perhaps more experience with homicide than outsiders might’ve expected. Another similarly rural county might be looking at their first violent death in decades, had girls from their own town come upon a woman’s remains in the woods. But Ina’s murder wasn’t the sheriff’s department’s first shocking case over the past decade—not by a long shot.


Jefferson County was and is a comparatively sparse county: By 1990, there were only thirty-seven thousand residents, with fewer than five hundred living in Ina.12 But the 1980s had been hard on the town and the region. A ten-year-old girl was raped and murdered. A double poisoning was plotted by a reverend and his lover, each set on freedom from their respective spouses without the bother of divorce. A teenager had killed each member of his family, one by one, over in Mount Vernon.


And Jefferson County was the same department that in 1987 handled the gruesome Dardeen family homicides. Three-year-old Peter Dardeen was found beaten to death. So was his mother, Elaine, who’d been seven months pregnant with his baby sister. Elaine had gone into early labor during the attack, and the newborn baby was beaten to death, too. Elaine was also genitally mutilated after death. All three victims were discovered together, in Elaine and her husband Keith’s bed. The apparent murder weapon was Peter’s baseball bat.


Keith Dardeen became suspect number one—he was missing, as was his car. What’s more, he hadn’t reported to work at the Rend Lake water treatment plant. But a day later, authorities discovered Keith’s body in a nearby wheat field. Unlike the rest of his family, he’d been shot. And investigators discovered that Keith had also been subjected to extreme postmortem mutilation: His penis was sliced off and inserted into his mouth.13


No one understood why such terrible brutality had befallen the Dardeens: They had no secrets, no enemies. Eventually, Jefferson County authorities began to look further afield. Two serial killers were considered as possible suspects—one based on profile, and the other, a confession.


The first was Ángel Maturino Reséndiz; known as the “Railroad Killer,” he hopped rides across the country and killed in at least three states, including Illinois. After his 1999 arrest, Reséndiz was seriously considered as a suspect for the Dardeen murders.14 Aspects of the killings matched his patterns—and Ina is a railway town—but authorities were never able to link him to the area at the right time.15


Then there was Tommy Lynn Sells, the so-called “Coast to Coast Killer.” He rode the railways, too. He’d been convicted of the murder of a teenager, Kaylene Jo “Katy” Harris, in 2000. Sometime in the early ’00s, Tommy Lynn Sells began to talk—a lot. He confessed to the Dardeen family slayings and many other murders across the United States. And on the surface, he seemed to know some unreleased details of the Dardeen case—he was able to describe items in their home, for instance. But he took that confession back, along with others, sometime before his execution in 2014. When asked about the details, Tommy showed little compunction in explaining his technique. He repeated back details investigators had unknowingly dropped, and he took a guess at what decor a house in the 1980s might have.16


He was never prosecuted for the Dardeen murders. And in the years since, no one else has been either. Their families have no answers.


On the surface, Ina Jane Doe’s murder may not seem very similar to the Dardeen family killings as she was a single victim. Though dismemberment was a key feature in both cases, she was likely decapitated to obscure her identity, with the killer intending to dispose of her remains across several separate locations. Plus, she was purposefully removed from the scene of her murder, and her cause of death could only be guessed. Although mutilation was also a feature of the Dardeen murders, and Keith was moved from the family home and from the apparent scene of his death—likely his own car—there were no efforts made to obscure his identity or those of his wife and children. Keith’s and Elaine’s bodies also showed signs of violent overkill; with Ina Jane Doe, that determination couldn’t be fully made without postcrania, but what the pathologist gleaned from her limited autopsy didn’t show signs of that kind of rage.


And yet, like the Dardeens, the motive for her murder was unknown. And her case, grisly and tragic as it was, had landed in the tiny town of Ina, so small in the early 1990s that it was described by KMOV News as having “one stop light […] at the intersection of Main and Third streets.”17 There wasn’t room for much more; the village proper is only about two and a half square miles in total. Back then, there was a Baptist church. A barbecue joint. An antiques store.


And nearby, the beautiful state park that attracted a steady stream of visitors, both locals and tourists. The Dardeens lived on the outskirts of town, much like the park sat on the edge between counties. It was rural but not inaccessible. Anyone might pull off the highway, circle around that lonely lakeside road at the park, or to that mobile home where the family had lived, and then be gone as quickly as they’d arrived, crossing over either county line. Then? Maybe on to Indiana, or Michigan, or even Kentucky, Missouri, or Tennessee. In Ina Jane Doe’s case, that might include as many stops along the way as were necessary to fully dispose of her body.


The Dardeens could have been killed by a stranger, though that was always less likely than the perpetrator having some kind of connection. But they at least lived in the area and had ties to the community. Jefferson County authorities were sure that Ina Jane Doe, on the other hand, didn’t live in the immediate area. There were no missing-persons reports that came close to matching her description, and no one had come forward with any information that tied her to Ina or the surrounding towns.


It followed, then, that the killer wouldn’t be, either.


Travel far enough, and the story wouldn’t cross the pages of the right local paper. If luck fell on the side of the murderer, national broadcasts would stay silent—the thread between missing and found neatly snipped. In 1993, that message would be easily lost across a few state lines. And the way the media wrote headlines—like “Decapitated Head Discovered” or “Woman’s Head Found”—a family might fail to recognize a missing mother, or sister, or daughter in those words. They might not even want to. It would take digging down into the details to get to the few characteristics they might recognize.


As the search for Ina Jane Doe’s identity, and her killer, continued over the early months of 1993, Southern Illinois authorities kept watch, on the lookout for similar cases. And it wouldn’t be long before another woman was found, in a park, in Illinois. Four months after Ina Jane Doe’s remains were discovered, another victim was found just outside Litchfield. That’s a town about a hundred miles north of Ina, up I-57.


At first, the case seemed an eerie match for Ina Jane Doe. The remains of a presumed white female, somewhere between thirty and forty years old, had been found in a park. She’d been decapitated, and her head not found at the scene.18


In this instance, a fire had been set where her body lay. The killer had been there at some point, lurking among the rest of the park’s visitors, but had gone unnoticed; it wasn’t until flames consumed a pile of brush that the crime attracted attention at all. According to the Pantagraph, an Illinois newspaper, the fire was blazing so bright and so hot that the men who stamped it out didn’t know, at first, what lay beneath the brush. When they finally saw a shape, outlined in ash, some onlookers thought they’d come upon a burnt mannequin. It must have been agonizing, that slow dawning, that in the soot and dirt, they’d come upon the remains of a human being.


The victim’s autopsy report revealed more information—such as the fact that she had given birth and had a serious uterine tumor “that probably would have forced her to seek medical attention”19—but did not help to establish her cause of death. She was estimated to be approximately the same stature as Ina—about five foot four to five foot six. Though initially thought to be white, her race was updated in news reporting, and articles began to describe her as “a light-skinned Black woman.” That’s why the use of “presumed” is often useful when investigators are first describing the components of a case; what appears to be true may be reassessed, and then either confirmed or corrected.20


Also like Ina, authorities suspected that the unknown woman had been killed elsewhere and brought to the campground, and that, per the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, “burning was incidental to the crime—an effort to hide her identity, and not part of some kind of ritual.”21 What was most interesting, though, was revealed in the next line of the same article—that the local authorities noted, “the crime does not appear to be similar to any other recorded by the FBI, which has used the files in its VICAP program to aid in the investigation.”22


Strangely enough, there’s no reference in this article made to the head of a woman being found in another park—also by Illinois State Police, just two hours south, and a few months earlier. At the time the article was printed—August 1993—Ina Jane Doe’s death had been under investigation for seven months. The Litchfield Jane Doe had been found in May. News media didn’t connect the two stories, but there are records in Jefferson County and Illinois State records that confirm they did get word of the case—dot-matrix-like printouts that came, with bullets of information, like telegrams.


Eventually, further details would be released to the press. From the case file of “Ina Jane Doe,” Freedom of Information Act fulfillment, excerpt:




… On May 8, 1993, at approximately 10:40 p.m., an unidentified white female body was recovered from a fire in a wooded area 200 yards from the water at Lake Lou Yaeger, Litchfield, Illinois. The decapitated body was burned […] and [was] transported to the site in a U-HAUL brand box and remnants of black garbage bags were attached to the victim’s limbs.


Authorities are looking for a late 1970’s or early 80’s Ford cargo-type van, dull orange/red/rust in color, similar in style to the one shown above. The sited van observed leaving the scene where the body was located had no ladders or spare tire on the back doors. The back door glasses possibly had dark windows. AFIS suitable fingerprints of Jane Doe were searched in numerous AFIS databases as well as FBI criminal and civil fingerprint files with negative results.





Unlike Ina Jane Doe, the Litchfield Jane Doe would be identified in a little over a year. Every detail counts, and in her case, there was a lot more to go on: the van, the bags, the specifics of the victim’s health condition. But those weren’t the key to her identification. In fact, state police sorted through the missing-persons cases of over five hundred white females and had no luck. It was only a year into the investigation, when they expanded their search to include missing Black women, that they landed on a report concerning Lynn Matchem-Thomas, who the Chicago Tribune described as “a 35-year-old clerical worker from St. Louis reported missing May 6, 1993—two days before the headless body was found.”


She was separated from her husband, Curtis, but he’d been the one—along with her mother—to report her missing. He was a mental-health counselor whose home had been searched the day his wife went missing. But not his entire home. He hadn’t allowed Missouri police into the basement. Curtis Thomas would eventually be charged and convicted of Lynn’s murder—something that didn’t surprise investigators once she’d been identified. They’d been expecting a close tie to the victim; as the lead detective told the Tribune: “The more trouble they go to, the closer the relationship.”


Would that be the case for Ina Jane Doe as well? Who had driven down that primitive campground road in late January? Had it been their last stop, or their first? There were no clear signs of the killer left to trace—no clear description of a van to follow, or a suspicious person to track down. Just a report that a girl on her way to the local college had seen a vehicle parked near the primitive campground, on the side of the road, a few days before Ina was found. But she was hazy on the details. That wouldn’t be enough. So, for investigators who longed to close the case, their only hope was working backward, from the victim’s remains to her identity, and hope that clues would light up a path to her murderer, piece by piece, as evidence fell into place.


But the puzzle of Ina Jane Doe’s identity didn’t form a clear picture of the crime that had taken her life. Despite a forensic anthropologist’s examination and two artist’s renderings, no one recognized the woman in the woods, and that seemed strange based on the image both the drawing and sculpture conjured. They were similar reconstructions, though they were created by different artists: a page boyish haircut; distinctive, almost jagged teeth; dark eyes; and a face that seemed affected by some mild paralysis and/or the pull of muscles caused by torticollis. Those images, one in black-and-white, and one sculpted, in color, should have stoked the memories of someone.


That’s what had always bothered me: If those representations were accurate, her people, if she had them, would have known her on sight. Either she had none, or, for close to thirty years, everyone had been pointed in the wrong direction. And that meant that Ina Jane Doe hadn’t had a chance. Not really. No matter how much work had gone into her case, it was all headed off, in every direction, except toward the truth.
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CHAPTER TWO


THE METHOD: JOHN AND JANE DOE


Doe. That’s a word I’ve typed a thousand times over the past six years. With the right turn of phrase, it can feel like a true name, an invocation, meant to call forth the person who is waiting there, just under the surface, to be reunified with their identity: Ina Jane Doe. Julie Doe. Dennis Doe.


But really, we all know Doe is a taciturn kind of communication: We cannot identify this person. This mystery remains unsolved.


The unidentified dead are often named after counties where they are discovered but not always. It’s not a uniform rule. That “Ina” also sounds like a person’s name, and not a place designation, was more chance than design. When there are too many victims from a county, or city, years and months are assigned: Los Angeles County John Doe 1980. Los Angeles County John Doe 1999.


Some decedents are known by what was printed on a piece of false identification, or as a name they gave out, eventually determined as an alias: Sebastian Pasqual, in Florida. Pablo Hernandez Cruz, in West Virginia. Lyle Stevik, in Washington. When the DNA Doe Project, a nonprofit that works on unidentified-decedent identification, takes on a case that doesn’t have a well-known associated name, they try to choose one that will stick in the minds of people who encounter it. Slaughter Creek Jane Doe, for instance, is more memorable than Travis County Jane Doe. When they’re raising funds to help law enforcement cover the cost of testing, anything that attracts the public can help.


John Doe, Jane Doe. Those placeholders are meant to be temporary. But we all know that sometimes they become permanent. Their cases wait under the “Cold Case” tab on local law-enforcement websites and in state bureau databases for more information to be revealed. And it makes sense; identification, in past decades, could be incredibly difficult. Even now, it still can be. There are many cases older than Ina Jane Doe’s that are still unsolved. Finding information on just how many, and what the demographics of the cases can tell us, though, is tricky. But there is a lot to say on other topics: who become and remain unidentified, the methods by which Does are reunited with their names, and why this great new tool, investigative genetic genealogy, hasn’t wiped the cold-case slate clean.
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Who are the unidentified dead? There are all kinds of deaths that end with a Doe decedent; it’s not nearly as uncommon as you might think. Despite the landscape created by true-crime podcasts and television shows, the unidentified deceased aren’t all homicide victims. It’s just that those deaths are the ones that make the news. A study published in 2008 collected data on 10,748 unidentified decedents recorded as such between 1973 and 2004. That is a huge number as far as research into Doe cases goes. It’s difficult to find and track the unidentified dead.


Researchers found that 82.7 percent of these deaths were due to injuries. When I read injury, I thought accident—but no; that phrase included any mortal wound. Among injury deaths counted in the study, 31.8 percent were officially classified as homicides.1 It was a lower number than I expected, but that’s perhaps the prejudice of a crime researcher talking. The world is not as dangerous as the media tells us it is—though that is certainly scaled, demographically, to who you are. For instance, the same study noted that though female-labeled Doe victims are more likely to have been murdered, they are less likely to remain Does; in 2009, males made up 80 percent of the overall recorded UID number in the United States. The researchers also discovered that Black Does, men and women, are more likely to remain unidentified than white decedents.


There’s a clear connection between missing people and unidentified people, and those 2008 findings correlate with what we know today. The Black and Missing Foundation pointed out in late 2022, “40% of the missing-persons reported in 2021 were persons of color.”2 And though Black women made up only 13 percent of the population in 2020, “a third of the almost 300,000 U.S. girls and women reported missing in 2020 were Black.”3 That seems to line up with the findings of the 2008 study: Regarding prevalence among the unidentified, when race was recorded, “the Black male rate was 1.9 times the white male rate, while the Black female rate was 2.4 times the white female rate.” When I checked National Missing and Unidentified Persons System (NamUs) in late 2022, cases tagged as “Black” made up roughly 22 percent of the total female-identified cases in the system.


That’s never going to be a precise count due to a number of factors: uncertain information about the deceased, how case information is entered by law enforcement, and how racial categories are assessed and assigned—and even the actual number of deceased in the United States versus what’s represented in the database. In 2022, NamUs listed approximately fourteen thousand unidentified decedents—a number far below the estimated forty thousand in the United States. I’ve yet to find an update on that figure from 2007, besides one estimate that it could be as high as sixty thousand; forty thousand is still used by both governmental, nonprofit, and university publications, and was referenced in a report on the crisis of missing and murdered Indigenous women and girls as recently as 2022. Anecdotally, many professionals have told me that the people who they see as long-term unidentified in their offices, making up that 40,000+, are the people who are given less attention in life: people who are unhoused, who have lived in various systems—foster, penitentiary—people who are living on the margins due to a confluence of factors that might include age, income, citizenship status, substance dependence, illness, and more. Anyone can go missing and become unidentified. But there are people whose disappearances are never actually reported—the “un-missing,” as a forensic anthropologist once described to me—who likely make the numbers harder to calculate.


We go back to NamUs’s numbers and reports because it is the official, national system devoted to missing and unidentified persons. Its purpose is, per the National Institute of Justice, to serve as a “national information clearinghouse and resource center for missing, unidentified, and unclaimed person cases throughout the United States.”4 An entry for a Doe case in NamUs might include as little as a short description and a contact number, and as much as a detailed write-up, full dental records, case photos, information as to DNA availability, and more. What can be accessed depends on the authorization of the user (general public or authorized by law enforcement) and what is uploaded. If I’m logged in, I can see basic case details and contacts, forensic art, and clothing items, if those photos are provided; very rarely I might see a postmortem photo used for identification. If Amy logs in, she can view all the other, reserved info that is limited to medicolegal officials: possible dental charts, fingerprints, and more.


The concept itself is relatively new; NamUs was launched in 2007 and is still in the process of ongoing evolution. As of 2021, its operations were transferred from the University of North Texas Health Science Centers, where the work was funded by ongoing government grants with oversight from the NIJ, to the North Carolina–based Research Triangle Institute (RTI), a nonprofit contracted by the NIJ.5


NamUs can also offer services to other official departments within the government, such as the storage of dental records, fingerprint search and storage, collaboration with the FBI on latent fingerprints and palm prints submitted via NGI (Next Generation Identification), forensic anthropological skeletal analysis, DNA extraction, and via contract, sequencing, and now, genetic genealogy. The NamUs “clearinghouse” concept hasn’t been fully perfected; it can take months or sometimes years to wait for test results, due to backlogs. There are so many cases. But it’s undoubtedly a vital resource, and it has the potential to be an incredible one. Dedicated scientists and experts are working hard to make it so.


But here’s the kicker: NamUs use—whether that be for missing, unidentified, or unclaimed persons—is not compulsory in all states. There are law-enforcement agencies across the country that have never entered a single case into the system and perhaps have never consulted it in regard to their own cases. Without consulting NamUs and logging in with official credentials, professionals miss out on the information that the general public can’t see, like fingerprints or dental records, additional photos, plus other case information they can quickly access to rule in or rule out a match.
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My friend Todd Matthews knows a lot about NamUs. He should; after all, he helped create it. He’s also one of the founders of the Doe Network, a website database that preceded NamUs by almost a decade. He has a passion for data and for sharing it with as many people as possible: That’s how cases get solved. And Todd wants law enforcement, medicolegal professionals, and the public to use NamUs thoroughly and well.


Todd was actually tapped to help create the official NamUs site because of his success as a civilian database-organizer. The volunteer-run Doe Network helped the government realize that such a project was not only possible but an important tool in resolving cases. Todd is perhaps one of the most famous civilians in true crime; he’s the man popularly considered to be the world’s first web sleuth—he famously used 1990s internet technology to identify “Tent Girl,” a Jane Doe victim in Kentucky, as Barbara Ann Hackman Taylor. Todd recognized how digital communication could help solve cases, and as soon as it was technologically feasible, he worked with other passionate cold-case enthusiasts to begin the Doe Network in 1999. What began as a listing of cases has become an extensive, searchable database.


Each Doe Network entry contains information garnered from police reports, newspapers, and other publications, and as much identifying information as possible: clothing, photographs, forensic art. Case circumstances are described as are all details of the decedent: whether DNA is available, or fingerprints, or dental information. At the bottom of the page for a decedent, like Ina Jane Doe, you’d find plenty of additional information, too: contacts for police or medical examiners, links to other websites where information is listed, and a note as to when the page had been updated. It’s not fancy, but the pages are comprehensive: Everything is contained in one place, easy to read and understand. Even if you’re not familiar with an indexed database, you’ll find what you need.


That functionality was certainly a big reason the Doe Network appealed to the law enforcement who checked it, before NamUs was established. It’s why Todd kept it up, even after he began work at NamUs, and throughout his tenure, until January 2020. Todd told me, “Actually someone at the Department of Justice said, ‘Why does the Doe Network still exist?’ And I said, ‘Well, because there’s still very much of a need, and that was why you called me.’ It’s a different thing. Doe Network is very different in the way that I operate it. We used anecdotal data, newspaper articles.”


That part is important, at least to me: One of the biggest missing pieces in many police files are relevant news articles about the crime. It’s rare that I find them included, and they can offer important details that the rest of the files don’t. Todd explained, “There were a lot of things in Doe Network I could show, like the cause and manner of death if it was in a newspaper article. There was no category in NamUs to say the cause and manner of death, so it is very limited in its ability to share certain data. Even if it was public knowledge, there was no way for it to be ‘the source of cause and manner of death was this and this.’”
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