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Introduction

I first met Dr. Henry C. Lee in 2005, some ten years after the infamous O. J. Simpson trial. By this point, Dr. Lee was among the world’s foremost forensic criminologists, and he had provided expert evidence, analysis, and testimony for some of the country’s most horrific crimes, including the JonBenet Ramsey murder in 1996. My first question to Dr. Lee was one millions of people had asked a decade earlier: Had O. J. Simpson killed Nicole Brown Simpson and Ronald Goldman? Dr. Lee chuckled. He did not think Simpson had committed the crime himself, but he believed O. J. did possess the means to contract out the killing to another individual.

We spoke at length about the nature of murder—motive, means, opportunity, and so on. Our conversation eventually led to the role forensic science plays in solving crimes, especially “cold cases,” those that remain unsolved and without hard leads. I concluded from our dialogue that even with the breadth of DNA testing and other high-tech analyses available to investigators, human beings still determine the relative importance of clues and the guilt or innocence of a suspect.

The murder cases chronicled in this book illustrate the many changes in crime detection over the last 170 years: the introduction of science into crime resolution; the maturation of the nation’s judicial system; and fairness and honesty in the courtroom. These cases underscore the successes and failures of investigators and remind us that witnesses aren’t always honest, investigators aren’t always perfect, and evidence rarely lies—especially if it is “in the genes.”

In the 1839 Amistad mutiny, murder was a heroic undertaking, used to advance the efforts of black slaves in their fight for freedom. Without the courageous efforts of one man, who knows how the course of history and slavery may have been different.

The trial following the 1878 murder of Mary Stannard highlighted the rudimentary use of forensic science in a murder investigation. The prosecution’s case rested on testimony from experts on arsenic and its ability to kill a human—in this case, twenty-two-yearold Mary Stannard. The trial climaxed in a heated debate between forensic experts and a defense attorney with a keen understanding of human nature.

The creation and development of sophisticated forensic technology helped solve three other shocking cases—the 1973 murder of Concetta “Penney” Serra, the 1975 killing of Martha Moxley, and the 1986 “Wood Chipper Murder.” Dr. Lee and his team of forensic science experts took police investigation into the twenty-first century, thanks to the advancement of DNA testing and more sophisticated fingerprint identification methods. Of note, the first two murders had grown cold, and remained so for years … until technology, and new insights from Dr. Lee, finally caught up with the crimes. Dr. Lee and his colleagues at the Connecticut State Police Forensic Science Laboratory in Meriden made national headlines in the Wood Chipper case. Their forensic evidence and crime reconstruction helped the prosecution win its case against Richard Crafts—even without the presence of a victim’s body.

In 2005, serial killer Michael Ross became the state’s first prisoner since 1960 to die by lethal injection. Ross’s case also revealed the development of antianxiety and antidepressant drugs and their role in managing psychotic prisoners. Ross shocked the world first by confessing to the murders of eight women and then later by lobbying for his own death.

Two other homicide cases are haunting because they remind us of our own vulnerability, even in idyllic settings that seem secure. The 1998 murder of Yale University student Suzanne Jovin stunned the Yale community and virtually shattered the life of a respected instructor. Despite the evidence and testimony of witnesses, police have not arrested anyone for the crime.

In a case yet to go to trial, assailants invaded an upper-class Cheshire home, killing three family members and leaving another near death. The Petit family case not only stunned the open-door community, but also sent shock waves through the state, the legislature, and the country. If an upstanding family, beloved in its community, was wiped out, then any family could be. The prime suspects: a pair of cat burglars out on parole.

Soon after that crime, a New Britain woman lost her life during a similar home invasion. This encroachment upon the privacy and safety of homeowners did not stop there, and home invasion has become a major concern for Governor Jodi Rell. In May 2008, Rell signed into law a repeat offender bill designed to help curtail or thwart future home invasions.


CHAPTER 1

Freedom Sailors
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By the mid-1990s, movie mogul Steven Spielberg had whisked movie audiences into the jaws of a great white shark and the control center of an alien spaceship. In 1997, Spielberg shifted his creative gears and escorted moviegoers on an adventure that led them from the deck of a slave ship to a Connecticut courtroom to the history books. Spielberg called his newest epic Amistad. For the country’s most successful director and producer of commercial films, it was a vast departure from the Saturday-afternoon crowd pleasers such as the Indiana Jones series, E.T., and Jurassic Park.

With Amistad, Spielberg chose to tell a story with deep social, cultural, and historical implications—a true tale of slavery, mutiny, murder, and freedom. The celluloid version of Amistad had a $40 million budget, and its box office receipts totaled a modest $44 million. Today, however, Amistad remains one of Spielberg’s most important works; it is a sharp reminder of a time in a young United States when black men, women, and children fought for the simplest of freedoms. Ultimately, Amistad, the movie, reintroduced the nation to a criminal case that hastened the abolition of slavery and changed the world.

As in the film, the true case of the Amistad began in an age when slave trading and pirating were commonplace in the United States and other countries. So was the use of slave labor, especially on southern plantations, where crop owners relied on black slaves to till and harvest their tobacco, corn, and cotton. Many U.S. businessmen bought or kidnapped their slaves from Africa, and the nautical routes between the two countries were busy from the late 1600s through the 1800s. Despite a U.S. ban on the importation of slaves that was enacted in 1808, illegal smuggling remained active.

Ship owners and other businessmen also imported African slaves to Spanish territories, such as Cuba, even though Spain had prohibited the importation of slaves since 1820. Slave traders found the Spanish treaty merely a nuisance; they beat the law by bribing officials, falsifying documents, or landing their “cargo” ships at night.

Such was the case with three Spaniards—Ramon Ferrer, Jose Ruiz, and Pedro Montes. Ferrer owned the Spanish schooner Amistad (la Amistada); Ruiz was a wealthy plantation owner; and Montes was another Spanish business mogul. In late June 1839, Ruiz and Montes went to great lengths—mostly illegal—to secure both vessel and cargo. From Ferrer, they chartered the boat; and through the usual chicanery of the times, they obtained official permits to transport the slaves from Africa to Havana.

Fifty-three slaves—most from the Mende (or Mendi) tribe of what is now Nigeria—survived a hellish journey through the Middle Passage of the Atlantic Ocean and landed at a port near Havana. Ruiz and Montes then purchased all fifty-three people, with plans to sell them to a Cuban sugar plantation. Ruiz and Montes passed off the Mendians as longtime Cuban slaves by giving them Spanish names and the designation “black landinos,” symbolic of Cubans well versed in language and culture. Ruiz insured the forty-nine slaves he owned for a staggering $20,000; Montes insured for $1,300 the four children (three of them girls) he had purchased. Additionally, the traders insured for $40,000 a cargo that included a wealth of jewelry and other personal luxury items.

The Amistad set sail on June 28, 1839, with Ferrer at the helm and fifty-three slaves, a crew of five, and Montes and Ruiz on board. Little did Montes and Ruiz know what would soon befall them—a mutiny of historic proportion.

The trip from Havana to Puerto Principe typically took three days, but strong winds slowed the schooner, extending the voyage by one more fateful day. On the fourth night at sea, the Mendians began their revolt, engineered by the tribe’s leader, Sengbe-Pieh, a farmer who was rumored to be the son of a local Mende chief. Sengbe used a spike he had pried from the deck to unshackle himself and the other slaves.

For more than seventy-two hours, the Mende slaves had been whipped and tormented; at one point, one crewmember had threatened to chop them into pieces and cook their remains for supper. Now, with freedom in their grasp, they plotted the overthrow of the crew and captain. Sengbe and others secreted sugar cane knives captured from the cargo hold. Then they waited for morning.

At dawn, the Africans stole their way onto the deck, led by Sengbe. In the ensuing pandemonium, Sengbe sliced Ferrer’s throat, killed the cook, and seriously wounded Montes. Two of the Mendians died in the attack, and two white seamen escaped from the Amistad in a small boat. With the schooner under his control, Sengbe turned his attention to the traders. Although the tribal leader had the wherewithal to overthrow the Spaniards, he had no experience navigating a ship. With Ferrer, the captain, dead, Sengbe had little choice but to spare the lives of the two other Spaniards. He ordered them to navigate the vessel back to Africa.

Montes, a former sailor, had modest sailing skills. He also had no intention of navigating the ship to Africa—and an uncertain fate. Using the stars as a guide, Montes steered the Amistad east toward Africa during the day; at night, he reversed his course toward the United States, hoping to land at a sympathetic Cuban port. The schooner continued on a zigzag course for two months. During that time, the crew exhausted its rations, and eight more slaves died from dehydration and exposure to the elements. Despite the constant peril and brutal hardship, Sengbe maintained control over the ship and, for the most part, over the Spaniards.

In late August 1839, the Amistad drifted to the shores of Long Island, New York. Sengbe and others went ashore seeking food, supplies, and help back to Africa from local seamen. Not surprisingly, the locals who encountered the Mende slaves gaped at their visitors and their unusual appearance and requests. Two sea captains, Peletiah Fordham and Henry Green, were engaged in a relaxing day of bird shooting when four black men, wearing only blankets, approached them. The sailors used sign language to assure the Mendians that they were not in slaveholding territory and thus in no danger. Reassured, the Mendians led Fordham and Green to a spot on the sand dunes that commanded a clear view of the stark black schooner, its sails shredded, anchored less than a mile from shore. From there, Fordham and Green also spotted a smaller boat on the beach, manned by other black men wearing gold necklaces and bracelets. One of the Mendians (it is unclear whether it was Sengbe) offered the sailors two trunks filled with gold if they would provide the crew with provisions and sail them back to Africa. Green, his mind wild with visions of prosperity, intimated that they could forge a deal, if they received the gold.

For both slaves and seamen, this was a no-lose proposition … except for one thing. By now, word had spread through the local newspapers about the strange black schooner that seemed to circle aimlessly around the Long Island shoreline. Rumors of the slaves’ revolt—and the fortune on deck—also reached the sea. As luck would have it, a U.S. Coast Guard brig named Washington cut off the rowboat as it headed back to the Amistad. Lieutenant Thomas Gedney, the ship’s commander, boarded the schooner and ordered all men below deck.

Ruiz and Montes, who remained under Sengbe’s control, saw the arrival of the Washington as their one chance for freedom. Montes, weak, pallid, and sobbing, emerged from below deck, begging Gedney for help. Ruiz, who was in his mid-twenties, made a far more presentable picture. He appealed to Gedney’s sense of propriety and recounted a blood-chilling story of murder, treachery, and mutiny aboard the Amistad. Ruiz neglected to disclose, however, that the Mendians had been brought illegally from Africa to Cuba, defying the treaty between Spain and Britain that prohibited the importation of slaves to Spanish colonies.

As Ruiz regaled Gedney with the “facts of the mutiny,” Sengbe raced from below decks, naked except for a gold necklace. Sengbe was a powerfully built man, and a strong swimmer since his youth. Before Gedney or the other members of the crew could react, Sengbe sped off and dived from the ship. The Washington gave chase, but its power—initially—was no match for the man’s athleticism and elusiveness. When the man finally tired, he dropped the priceless necklace to the bottom of the sea and continued to swim. Eventually, however, crewmembers recaptured Sengbe and put him in shackles.

On August 26, Gedney took control of the Amistad and had it towed to New London, Connecticut. News quickly spread of the slaves’ capture. The New London Gazette was one of the first newspapers to shed light on the mutiny of the Mende and the murder of the crewmembers:

TUESDAY, 12 o’clock, M.

We have just returned from a visit to the Washington and her prize, which are riding at anchor in the bay, near the fort. On board the former we saw and conversed with the two Spanish gentlemen who were passengers on board the schooner, as well as owners of the Negroes and most of the cargo.

One of them, Jose Rues [sic], is very gentlemanly and intelligent young man, and speaks English fluently. He was the owner of most of the slaves and cargo, which he was conveying to his estate on the Island of Cuba.

The other, Pedro Montes, is about fifty years of age, and is the owner of three slaves. He was formerly a ship-master, and has navigated the vessel since her seizure by the blacks. Both of them, as may be naturally supposed are most unfeignedly thankful for their deliverance. Signor Pedro is the most striking instance of complacency and unalloyed delight we ever have seen, and it is not strange, since only yesterday his sentence was pronounced by the chief of the buccaneers, and his death song chanted by the grim crew, who gathered with uplifted sabres around his devoted head, which, as well as his arms, bear the scars of several wounds inflicted at the time of the murder of the ill-fated captain and crew.

He sat smoking his Havana on the deck, and, to junge [sic] from the martyr-like serenity of his countenance, his emotions are such as rarely stir the heart of man. When Mr. Porter, the prize-master, assured him of his safety, he threw his arms around his neck, while gushing tears coursing down his furrowed cheek, bespoke the overflowing transport of his soul. Every now and then he clasps his hands, and with uplifted eyes gives thanks to “the Holy Virgin” who had led him out of all his troubles.

Senor Rues [sic] has given us two letters for his agents, Messrs, Shelton, Brothers & Co., of Boston, and Peter A. Harmony & Co., of New York. It appears that the slaves, the greater portion of whom were his, were very much attached to him, and had determined, after reaching the coast of Africa, to allow him to seek his home what way he could, while his poor companion was to be sacrificed.

On board the brig we also saw [Sengbe], the master-spirit and hero of this bloody tragedy, in irons. He is about five feet eight inches in height, 25 or 26 years of age, of erect figure, well built, and very active. He is said to be a match for any two men on board the schooner. His countenance, for a native African, is unusually intelligent, evincing uncommon decision and coolness, with a composure characteristic of true courage and nothing to mark him as a malicious man. He is a Negro who would command, in New Orleans, under the hammer, at least $1,500.

He is said to have killed the captain and crew with his own hand, by cutting their throats. He also has several times attempted to take the life of Senor Montes [Montez], and the backs of several poor Negroes are scored with the scars of blows inflicted by his lash to keep them in submission. He expects to be executed, but nevertheless manifests a sang froid worthy of a Sto[ne] under similar circumstances.

With Capt. Gedney, the surgeon of the port, and others, we visited the schooner, which is anchored within musket shot of the Washington, and there we saw such a sight as we never saw before, and never wish to see again. The bottom and sides of this vessel are covered with barnacles and sea-grass, while her rigging and sales [sic] present a scene worthy of the Flying Dutchman, after her fabled cruise. She is a Baltimore built vessel of matchless model for speed, about 120 tons burthen and about six years old.

On her deck were grouped, amid various goods and arms, the remnant of her Ethiop[ian] crew, some decked in the most fantastic manner in the silks and finery pilfered from the cargo while others, in a state of nudity, emaciated to mere skeletons, lay coiled upon the decks. Here could be seen a negro with white pantaloons and the sable shirt which nature gave him, and a planter’s broad-brimmed hat upon his head, with a string of gewgaws around his neck; and another with a linen cambric shirt, whose bosom was worked by the hand of some dark-eyed daughter of Spain, while his nether proportions were enveloped in a shawl of gauze and Canton crape. Around the windlass were gathered the three little girls, from eight to thirteen years of age, the very images of health and gladness.

Over the deck were scattered, in the most wanton and disorderly profusion, raisins, vermicelli, bread, rice, silk, and cotton goods. In the cabin and hold were the marks of the same wasteful destruction—Her cargo appears to consist of silks, crapes, calicoes, cotton and fancy goods of various descriptions, glass and hardware, bridles, saddles, holsters, pictures, looking-glasses, books, fruits, olives, and olive oil, and “other things too numerous to mention,” which are now all mixed up in a strange and fantastic medldy [sic].

On the forward hatch we unconsciously rested our hand on a cold object, which we soon discovered to be a naked corpse enveloped in a pall of black bombazine. On removing its folds we beheld the rigid countenance and glazed eye of a poor Negro who died last night. His mouth was unclosed, and still wore the ghastly expression of his last struggle. Near by him, like some watching fiend, sat the most horrible creature we ever saw in human shape, an object of terror to the very blacks, who said that he was a cannibal. His teeth projected at almost right angles from his mouth, while his eyes had a most savage and demoniac expression.

When the ship arrived the following day, Gedney contacted the U.S. marshal at New Haven, who then notified U.S. District Judge Andrew Judson. Judson’s reputation was renowned in the state; in 1833, he had prosecuted a woman for accepting blacks into her school in Canterbury. Still, it was uncertain whether any crimes had been committed on the schooner, or if U.S. courts had jurisdiction over the matter. With the future of the kidnapped slaves at stake, Judge Judson held court on board the Washington two days later, with Montes and Ruiz providing details of their sixty-three harrowing days at sea under the control of Sengbe and the other Mendians.

Ruiz testified: “I took an oar and tried to quell the mutiny. I cried ‘No! No!’ I then heard one of the crew cry murder. I then heard the captain order the cabin boy to go below and get some bread to throw among the Negroes, hoping to pacify them. I did not see the captain killed.”

Montes also chronicled the Africans’ uprising on the fourth night at sea: “Between three and four was awakened by a noise which was caused by blows to the mulatto cook. I went on deck and they attacked me. I seized a stick and a knife with a view to defend myself … At this time [Sengbe] wounded me on the head severely with one of the sugar knives, also on the arm. I then ran below and stowed myself between two barrels, wrapped up in a sail. [Sengbe] rushed after me and attempted to kill me, but was prevented by the interference of another man … I was then taken on deck and tied to the hand of Ruiz.”

Now confident of their safety, and the case against Sengbe and the others, Montes and Ruiz demanded the surrender of the slaves and the cargo to the Spanish consul in Boston. Judson reviewed the testimonies and then released the two Spaniards. He ordered the slaves tried for murder and piracy, setting a trial date for September 17 in Hartford Circuit Court. He dispatched the Africans to a county jail in New Haven.

Ruiz, meanwhile, further solidified the case against Sengbe by renaming him Jose Cinque, a rough Spanish translation of Sengbe. Ruiz hoped to show that Cinque was not a recently imported slave and that he, Ruiz, was not guilty of breaking the 1820 Spanish slave probation treaty.

The “facts” and the odds were stacked against the Mendians as they awaited their trial. In the time before the Amistad Africans awaited their fate, nearly 12 million blacks had been “shepherded” to North and South America. White southern plantation owners maintained control over the slave trade industry, and they filled their coffers with coins garnered primarily from slave labor on their plantations. Meanwhile, as some southern slaveowners transported their slaves by boat—with Norfolk to New Orleans a common route—many business owners forced their indentured blacks to walk on death marches. Some slaves chose flight—and likely capture and death—over servitude. Some died during the grueling marches. Those that survived the journey faced bleak futures in compounds barely more survivable than the Nazi death camps of World War II.

Those slaves pirated from Africa were tortured on the trip to North America. They were bound in couples, their arms and legs shackled both day and night. With the space between decks no taller than four feet, the slaves were forced to crouch, if they were bold enough to attempt to stand. The decks were teeming with captives. There was rice in abundance, but little to drink. Deck hands whipped those who did not finish their meals, and some slaves—ill or otherwise—ate under duress until they vomited. Many died before reaching the ship’s destination.

Economically, the United States was headed toward an industrial boom, while small antislavery groups were starting to sprout around the country. The press had begun to chronicle the hellish existence of the slaves. The Amistad case would help meld these loosely-formed splinter groups in their efforts to abolish slavery. The first step was freeing Sengbe and the other imprisoned Africans.

Hours after Judson had consigned the slaves to the New Haven jail, the town’s abolitionists sought the assistance of fellow antislavery advocates in New York. They requested help in verifying the ship’s documents and in obtaining legal counsel for the Mendians. Because the Africans neither spoke nor understood English, the local abolitionists asked the New York group to find a translator to record the slaves’ accounts of what had happened at sea.

In September, one abolitionist, Lewis Tappan, formed a committee to defend the Africans. He called the group the Friends of Amistad Africans Committee. Headed by wealthy New York merchants and well-known abolitionists, the committee began its defense of Sengbe and the other Mendians by appealing to the community. In a letter penned by colleagues Simeon S. Jocelyn, Joshua Leavitt, and Tappan, the abolitionists called upon freedom fighters to donate money and clothing to the bereft slaves. They said the slaves had been “piratically kidnapped from their own land, transported across the sea, and subjected to atrocious cruelties.” The community, the state, and the country would soon learn the details of those atrocities from the testimonies of Sengbe and others.

The route to freeing the Amistad slaves was a long and treacherous one, but the committee had taken the first important step—bringing the case to the attention of the nation.

The committee then created a “dream team,” consisting of renowned attorneys Roger Baldwin, Seth Staple, and Theodore Sedgwick, to represent the slaves. Yet these men of fine minds and strategy still lacked one important asset: understanding of the Mendian language. The lawyers recognized that without direct testimony from Sengbe and the others, they would have little chance of winning the trial. With Tappan as the vanguard, the committee brought in from New York three Africans, one of whom had limited knowledge of the Mendian language. This interpreter held interviews with the captives and gleaned enough information to validate the opinions of the committee: the Amistad slaves had been kidnapped, and thus sold illegally into slavery.
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