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Foreword

Early on in my 27-year career with the Metropolitan Police Department of
Washington, DC, I had the extremely good fortune to be assigned to the
Repeat Offender Project. Tasked, as the name suggests, with the investiga-
tion of repeat offenders, the crimes we investigated ran the gamut of criminal
offenses from shoplifting rings and white-collar crimes to fencing operations,
drugs, and murder. I gained a wide variety of investigative experience, going
places and meeting people I never would have in any other profession. A case
may have necessitated taking a basic class in accounting, another with learn-
ing the ins and outs of many alternative lifestyles. During one rather schizo-
phrenic phase in my life, I spent my mornings working undercover as a heroin
addict at a drug treatment center attempting to identify the suspects involved
in a contract hit. In the afternoon I posed as a graduate student at a local
university. This background in the investigation of such a wide assortment of
crimes served me well when I finally ended up in Homicide in late 1993.

I always believed that good homicide detectives did not investigate
homicide. Instead, they investigated the crime that led up to the homicide.
If you had a murder that occurred during a burglary, and you didn’t have
any experience investigating burglary, then you were starting off “behind the
eight-ball.” And, if most of your prior investigative experience consisted of
drug cases, then your investigative “tool box” might have lacked some of the
essentials needed to bring the homicide to closure. Here is where my experi-
ence came into play, because my learning curve was not as steep as it could
have been.

All of this changed when I was transferred to the Cold Case Unit. The
normal challenges offered by any homicide case were still there; however,
these were combined with a lack of a master searchable database of cases, a
lack of a systematic review and case selection process, and, to make matters
worse, there never was enough manpower or money to correct these addi-
tional problems. Tasked with developing a case review protocol, I reached out
to other agencies to learn from both their successes and mistakes. The results
of my efforts are detailed in Chapter 2. Conquering these organizational and
logistical issues was relatively easy, however, compared to overcoming the
bane of all cold case investigations: missing documentation and missing wit-
nesses. In tackling these problems, my learning curve suddenly looked more
like Mount Everest during a blizzard.

XVii



xviii Foreword

I once read an article that described cold case detectives as the “Indiana
Joneses” of the Homicide Unit. If only it was that exciting! I would even settle
for the clean and organized file room portrayed by television in the series
“Cold Case;” that is, each case neatly arranged and the documentation com-
plete in well-marked boxes. In going to the Cold Case Unit, I had traded a
life of executing search warrants and chasing suspects to one of reviewing
microfilm files (when I could find a viewing machine that worked) for hours.
I remember trying to locate a witness with minimal identifying informa-
tion (for some reason, “back in the day,” my predecessors didn’t think it was
important to capture dates of birth), and rummaging through the dark and
dank basements of retired detectives for “their” copies of old files. The Indiana
Jones image quickly became that of the quintessential spinster librarian.

Not that there is anything wrong with spinster librarians! In fact, a librar-
ian came to my aid much like Indiana Jones. In an old serial murder case
from the 1970s, it became necessary to try to reconstruct a now-vanished
Washington, DC neighborhood and to identify everyone who lived there all
those years ago. I had no idea where to begin and spent hours on false starts.
By chance I happened to mention my plight to a research librarian from the
Washingtoniana Room of the Martin Luther King Library. Taking great pity
on me, she took me by the hand and educated me about historical property
records and maps, old telephone directories, and numerous other resources
that helped us tease out the necessary information. Later, during other inves-
tigations, I relied on volunteers with specialized research skills and interns to
help perform these critical and often labor-intensive tasks.

The reality is that cold case investigators need to be at home with both
the old and the new. The current generation of investigators is very much at
home with the Internet and computers, but they lack, and often have little
patience for, old-fashioned research skills. Old guys like me know the old
ways, but we are uncomfortable with computers and databases. And rapidly
developing technology, especially in the field of the forensic sciences, often
leaves both groups in the dust.

Enter Silvia Pettem: historical researcher and author. In 1996, while
participating in an event jointly hosted by two historical organizations in
Boulder, Colorado, she first learned of the 1954 murder of a then-uniden-
tified woman, “age about 20 years,” who was buried in a Boulder cemetery.
The more Pettem researched the old case, the more fascinated she became
with the identity of the unknown woman. Although Pettem had no prior
police experience, she was able to team up with the local sheriff’s office in
a quest to put a name to this unidentified victim. Pettem’s unprecedented
work, detailed in her book Someone’s Daughter: In Search of Justice for Jane
Doe, combined not only dogged old-fashioned research with the power of
the Internet, but it also included the extensive use of the media and the latest
advances in forensic science. The result was a positive identification of the
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victim, bringing resolution to the victim’s family and advancing the cold case
investigation by leaps and bounds.

In this book, Cold Case Research: Resources for Unidentified, Missing,
and Cold Homicide Cases, Pettem does more than give cold case inves-
tigators the benefit of her experience and the lessons learned from her
investigation of the Boulder Jane Doe case. Working with experts from
around the country and taking a thinking-outside-the-box approach,
Pettem has helped fill major gaps in traditional cold case investigation
training and techniques.

However, when it comes to embracing new ideas and techniques, law
enforcement can be a hard sell. Our “BS” meters are extremely sensitive. It
is just not enough to tell us that this new-fangled procedure or database is
a good thing; we want proof. Through the generous use of profiles and case
histories, Pettem not only gives concrete examples of how these research
resources, practices, and strategies save time, she also explains how they
actually work in the real world. More important, the book is structured to be
a handy resource guide in and of itself. Through use of a checklist at the end
of Chapter 1, the book allows the investigator to rapidly identify the material
that addresses his or her specific cold case problem. Unlike most investiga-
tive references that collect dust on an investigator’s desk, Cold Case Research
is destined to become a much dog-eared guidebook, as my advance copy
already has become.

Several chapters of the book are devoted to the investigation of miss-
ing persons and the unidentified dead, a topic not usually covered in cold
case investigation training. Tens of thousands of persons go missing under
suspicious circumstances each year. In many jurisdictions, no body equals
no homicide, with the result that these cases often do not receive the level
of attention or documentation they deserve. The seriousness of this problem
within my own agency struck home when my work led me to missing per-
sons cases where it was obvious that the missing person had been murdered.
At the time, no tracking system existed for any of these cases, and the inves-
tigative documentation was often deplorable. Most of these cases were not
classified as homicides, so the file and evidence retention periods were much
shorter, leading to their premature destruction.

Pettem provides law enforcement agencies with practical recommenda-
tions, as well as the tools and techniques needed to help rectify these prob-
lems. But, she takes it a step further. In addition to a section in Chapter 9 on
prosecuting “no body homicides,” she presents, in Chapter 1, the case history
of “Surette Clark and Little Jane Doe” as an example of how an agency suc-
cessfully prosecuted a murder case in which the victim had not, at the time,
been found, thus denying to the killer what used to be the first step to the
commission of the perfect crime: the disappearance of the victim.
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At first glance, some of the chapters in the book may not seem to belong.
What do volunteers and contact with the victim’s next-of-kin have to do with
historical research and modern databases? This is where creative thinking
comes into play. My own experience taught me the value of incorporating
both volunteers and interns into a cold case unit. In these cash-strapped
times, they are manpower, a vital and often untapped resource that brings
so much to the table. From simple file organization to performing complex
case reviews and data entry, volunteers and interns perform the tedious and
time-consuming tasks that can free up investigators to perform the nec-
essary street work. Many cold case units across the country would be lost
without them, and Pettem provides numerous examples of how they can be
incorporated: from large intern programs like I ran, to small, part-time vol-
unteer units.

Co-victim programs that use advocates as liaisons with the family mem-
bers of homicides are another untapped resource for cold case units that often
are overlooked in these times of belt-tightening. Too often, investigators do
not realize the impact that these cases still have on family members, even
decades after the event. A few years ago, I sat in the living room of a family
whose relative was a child victim of a 1970 serial murderer. To the family, it
was as if the murder occurred only yesterday. On their end, family members
received some comfort that the case was still under investigation. On my end,
I received a wealth of information, including old newspaper clippings from
now defunct papers, and other details and leads that were either not docu-
mented or were lost from the case files. A well-run co-victim program not
only provides comfort and assistance to the family and friends of the missing
and murder victims, it can create allies who can help get units the resources
and support they need.

Similarly, it is largely because of grass-roots victim advocacy groups that
Washington, DC was able to get its own forensic laboratory. Pettem offers
several examples of successful programs of different types across the coun-
try. For instance, in her chapter on the use of volunteers, she does not offer a
one-program-fits-all approach, but instead, she provides samples of different
approaches that can be adapted to an agency’s unique needs.

Pettem’s experience as a writer and newspaper columnist, along with
several accounts of those in law enforcement in various parts of the country,
allows her to tackle a topic almost taboo to cops and coroners and the rest
of us: the media. From the first days of the police academy, we are taught
to avoid, at all cost, the media, the “gotcha” reporters, the skewers of facts.
But cold case investigations can create strange bedfellows. The media and
their archives are important sources of old information, and, if used prop-
erly, sources of new information as well. Again, using case studies, Pettem
explores the positive use of all sorts of media from social media on the
Internet to mainstream reporting in cold case investigations. She offers tips
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that help take the fear out of working with the media, as well as producing
stories that will maximize the potential of new leads coming in.

During my career in law enforcement, I have attended more confer-
ences, training sessions, and seminars than I care to count. From most
I was at least able to take away a little something. But once in a while, I
would attend one that was an eye-opener—one that taught me new tricks
and investigative approaches—and I could not wait to get back to work in
order to apply what I had learned. This book has affected me the same way.
For the investigator, Pettem’s work will undoubtedly jump-start many a
stalled investigation and keep others moving forward. For cold case unit
managers, it opens up a world of new opportunities: the opportunity to
expand the capacities of their units, take advantage of free resources, and
to institute changes that address the outdated attitudes, policies, and pro-
cedures that, in the past, prevented some cases from being solved. At the
same time, Cold Case Research promises to keep other cases from going
cold in the future.

Detective James Trainum, retired
Metropolitan Police Department
Washington, DC






Preface

The definition of a cold case varies from agency to agency, but the National
Institute of Justice currently defines it as “any case whose probative inves-
tigative leads have been exhausted.”* Therefore, cold cases can range from
those that are a few months old to others that go back for decades. This is a
book of resources for cold case research, with profiles and case histories that
illustrate how these resources have successfully been applied. To get started,
browse through the checklist in Chapter 1, or pick a chapter from the Table
of Contents.

“To know even one life has breathed easier because you have lived.
This is to have succeeded,” is a quotation that has been attributed to several
authors, including nineteenth-century American essayist and poet, Ralph
Waldo Emerson.’ It is my sincere hope that Cold Case Research: Resources
for Unidentified, Missing, and Cold Homicide Cases will help investigators
solve their cases, and that their solutions will, ultimately, bring justice to the
victims. That is why we do what we do.

Silvia Pettem
Boulder, Colorado

* Sidebar to Charles Heurich, “Cold Cases: Resources for Agencies, Resolution for
Families,” National Institute of Justice (NI]) Journal, 260 (July 2008).
* Ralph Waldo Emerson Society, http://emerson.tamu.edu/Ephemera/Success.html

XX1ii
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