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Awakening with a premonition that something was wrong, the young man stirred uneasily in his 
bed. The room was quiet, dark, and the early fall New Mexico night was sultry and quiet except for the 
jittering crickets outside. 

 Fumbling for a match, the young man struck a light. He glanced at a watch, saw it was 3 a. m., 
then lit a cigarette and stifled a yawn. What had caused him to awaken? 

 His eyes roved across the room to a bed near the opposite wall. It was empty! Where was his 
mother? 

 She had gone up town in the early evening to see a show. It was now 3 a. m. Why hadn’t she 
returned? 

 He slipped into his clothes quickly and went through the other rooms of the modest well-kept 
house. There was no sign of the missing woman. 

  The little town of Tucumcari had long since quieted down for the night. Where, then, was his 
mother? 

 Staring into the black night brought him no answer. He picked up a hat, got a flashlight from a 
dresser drawer and stepped into the darkness. 

 The house was one of four in a small court. After a moment’s hesitation, the young man 
knocked on first one door and then the next. 

 Sleep residents opened, clad in night clothes. “Have you seen anything of my mother late this 
evening?” he asked them, explaining with embarrassment, “I went to bed before dark and just woke 
up.” 

 His questions brought no results. 

 It was eight blocks across the town to the Sheriff’s office. There he wakened Sheriff Claude 
Moncus, in the apartment on the top floor of the building. 

 In spite of the hour, Moncus, an old-time cowboy, answered the door almost instantly. 
Recognizing the youth he said, “Oh, hello, Tony.” Realizing the lateness of the hour, he frowned, “What 
brings you here?” 

 “It’s Mother. She hasn’t come home yet and it’s after 3:30 now.” 



 The last trace of sleep left the sheriff’s eyes. He knew Tony’s mother. Mrs. Margaret Wilkers. An 
attractive woman in her early forties, Mrs. Wilkers owned the four houses in the court, living in the one 
with her son and renting the others. A valuable piece of property, it provided her an adequate, 
comfortable income.” 

 “We’ll have a look around,” he told the young man. “Hold on a minute while I get dressed.” 

 The rest of the pre-dawn hours of September 30, 1941, we spent by Tony, Sheriff Claude 
Moncus, and Undersheriff Hubert Beasley in an unsuccessful search for the missing woman. 

 Tucumcari, a cattle town of 4,000 population in Eastern New Mexico, is centered on the famous 
east-to-west Highway 66 and a main state road running north and south along the eastern plains of the 
state and down to the caprock cattle plains extending west from Texas. 

 From 4 a.m. until daylight, they drove through the quiet streets, but no one was about. On the 
edges, they skirted the grim cedar breaks and plains that disappeared blackly in the faint starlight. The 
placid, wind-stirred range had no answer to their questions; giving, rather, a portentous aspect to the 
hunt. 

 Moncus suggested to Tony that his mother might have taken a drive with some friend—“to a 
town like Santa Rosa,” he said. “There’s an excellent steakhouse there. People often drive over for a late 
supper.” 

 “They would be back before now,” Tony replied stubbornly, “and, anyhow, she would have told 
me before leaving.” 

 “Has your mother been friendly with anyone in particular lately?” the sheriff inquired. 

 “Well, there’s James Ryan, who owns the filling station… he’s been over several times. He’s an 
awfully nice guy and then there’s George Blasius, the rancher over on Dry Fork.” 

 However, the youth made it plain that his mother was not deeply interested in either man. 

 Moncus wondered if the lack of encouragement might have kindled a dangerous spark of 
jealousy in either man. He resolved to see both men if the woman did not return home in a few hours. 

 With the coming of daylight, Chief of Police J. M. Durrett, Justice of the Peace Fred White, and 
Assistant District Attorney J. V. Gallegos were called on to lead several search parties to scour the city 
between the main business district and the four-house court owned by Mrs. Wilkers. 

 One such group was delegated to cover the section along the Southern Pacific Railway tracks. 
Probing among the debris in the boiler room of a long-closed laundry, one searcher discerned two shoes 
protruding from beneath a fallen door. He called for help and soon the men had lifted the door, 
disclosing the body of Mrs. Wilkers, which the killer had tried vainly to conceal. 



 There was only one wound on her head, evidently made by a heavy weapon in the hands of a 
powerful person. Dark bruises on her throat seemed to indicate that she had been throttled to prevent 
outcry. Her hands were bound with leather thongs. 

 Dr. A. T. Gordon, the county medical examiner, estimated the time of death at 10 p.m. the night 
before. “Her skull is fractured,” he reported, “but I am not sure whether death was due to the blow or 
strangulation.” It will require a post mortem to determine that.” 

 Moncus resolved to call in the help of railroad special agents. They quickly ascertained, by 
talking to men on duty at 10 p.m. the previous night, that three men had been seen to catch a freight 
train at the west end of the yards some time before midnight. 

 Veteran railroaders thought the action suspicious as the men had boarded the train at high 
speed, an extremely dangerous feat, even for experts. The telegraph wires were soon clicking the 
information to other agents along the line as far as El Paso, Tex., requesting that the men be held for 
questioning. 

 The victim’s green purse was found back of the boiler, the change compartment empty. White 
faced with shock, Tony told the sheriff that his mother generally carried about $50. 

 In another corner was discovered a man’s blue denim jacket. It had grease or oil stains on the 
sleeves. The jacket was dispatched to a chemist for analysis. 

 An equally promising clue was found outside the building beyond a side door. A roughly circual 
area of the soft earth about four feet in diameter was scuffed and torn as though two person had 
struggled there. One broad deep footprint, apparently made by a heavy man, was clearly defined with 
its barred tread. Chief of Police Durrett prepared a cast to use in interviewing local merchants in hope 
that the shoe could be identified. 

 The body was removed for autopsy and Moncus went with Beasley to the bungalow court 
where they questioned the three tenant families. 

 Mrs. J. R. Smith, on one side, and Ramon Ortega, another renter, had seen the woman leave her 
home about 4 o’clock in the afternoon. “But I didn’t’ see her after that,” Mrs. Smith reported. 

 “I did,” Ortega said, “but maybe I shouldn’t be talking…” 

 Moncus swiftly assured him that any information would be held confidential. 

 “Well, she came back about sundown in a car—a Ford pick-up truck with a gas station sign 
painted on it. There was a man driving, and she jumped out and went right into the house. The car 
didn’t wait, just drove off, fast. 

 “She didn’t talk to me, although I was sitting on the step. She seemed mad about something.” 

 “You didn’t hear any argument, did you?” the sheriff asked. 



 “No. She got out of the car as soon as it stopped.” 

 Ortega added that he had gone uptown shortly afterward and had not seen Mrs. Wilkers again. 
However, the third resident, Mrs. Helen Wilson, said that she had seen Mrs. Wilkers leave in the 
direction of downtown before dark. 

 Neither Mrs. Smith nor Ortega could name the driver of the gas truck, but Moncus resolved to 
have a talk with James Ryan, who owned a gas station, and who had been acquainted with the comely 
widow. 

 “It’s worth checking,” Beasley remarked to him on the way. “That jacket found in the boiler 
room had grease or oil of some kind on it.” 

 They found Ryan at his place of business. Moncus looked him over carefully, finding him to be a 
big, raw-boned man with high cheek bones and hard blue eyes. He was wearing blue waist overalls and 
a new tan jacket. 

 “I suppose you’re going to ask me if I know who killed Mrs. Wilkers,” he observed caustically as 
the sheriff unwound his lanky body from behind the steering wheel and stepped out of the car. “Well, I 
don’t!” 

 “You knew her quite well?” Moncus suggested. 

 “Sure, I saw her yesterday afternoon, as a matter of fact.” 

 The sheriff questioned the man at some length and learned that it was Ryan who had driven 
Mrs. Wilkers home about sunset. However, he denied that they had been arguing. The evening, he said, 
he had spent alone at his bachelor quarters listening to the radio. 

 Leaving the station, Moncus directed Beasley, “You’d better check with Ryan’s neighbors in the 
same apartment. If he had the radio on, they might have heard it.” He let the undersheriff out by his 
own car and then drove out of town to talk to George Blasius, the rancher on Dry Fork. 

 He found the man setting posts along a fence and took his breath in sharply as he drew near. 
The rancher had a deep, fresh cut on his cheek and a black eye. And the sheriff remembered the 
evidence of a struggle outside the boiler room. 

 However, as he faced the rancher, Moncus paused. Blasius did not give the appearance of a man 
carrying murder on his conscience. He was, rather, somewhat embarrassed and said apologetically, 
“Don’t tell me that guy swore out a warrant on me.” 

 “Maybe so,” the sheriff kept a straight face, playing his cards close. “But I’d like to hear your 
version first…” If Blasius was innocent, it was quite likely he wouldn’t know of the murder. Whereas, any 
reference to Mrs. Wilker’s demise would be most suspicious. 



 Blasius took his hat off, ran a hand through his hair. “Well, sheriff, there wasn’t much to it. I was 
a little tight, I’ll admit and we just got to arguing a bit over a lady friend we both know and… well, you 
know how those things go. One word led to another and the first thing you know we were swinging at 
each other—but I didn’t do much swinging. Just mostly talking.” He touched the blue orb tenderly. 

 “You mean you and Ryan tangled over Mrs. Wilkers, eh?” Moncus was shooting in the dark now. 

 Blasius nodded. “That’s the size of it, but how come he told you her name?” 

 “He didn’t tell me,” the sheriff said quietly. “She was found murdered this morning at seven-
thirty.” 

 The rancher staggered and his face blanched. If he was stalling, he was a good actor. He 
explained that it was a complete surprise as he had come out to the ranch about six the night before. 
The fight with Ryan had occurred just before that time. Blasius left on being bested by the service 
station operator. 

 At Moncus’s suggestion, he called over two cowhands from a bunkhouse and the men readily 
bore out his alibi. They told Moncus their boss had been home before dusk and after kidding him and 
patching up the eye, they all played poker until midnight. 

 Somewhat reluctant about talking over his friendship with the victim, the rancher finally 
revealed that Mrs. Wilkers was present during the altercation. He had, in fact, started it by stopping 
when driving past and seeing the woman with Ryan. 

 However, he insisted, that it was Ryan who had gotten mad, and added that the woman and 
Ryan had been arguing bitterly about it when he got back in his car and left. 

 As Ryan had made no mention of the rancher, had denied any argument with the woman, and 
had not said anything about a fight, the sheriff went straight back to town and picked up the service 
station operator for questioning. 

 By this time all the officers on the case were in, awaiting his appearance to check their collective 
discoveries. 

 Fred White, justice of the peace, had found several persons who saw Mrs. Wilkers uptown after 
dark. She had been seen talking to a man at the Flag Ranch Café, and to several others at a bingo parlor 
where she had stopped to play. However, Ryan had not been one of them. 

 No one had seen her at the motion picture theaters, where she had told her son she was going, 
and several friends she had visited with on the streets informed the officer that she made no mention of 
going to a show. 

 A chemical analysis of the stains on the blue denim jacket proved an added puzzle. They were 
found to be a tar and creosote composition, rather than grease or oil. 



 Chief Durret had an equally important announcement. A merchant had identified the plaster 
cast of the footprint as being made by a lace-type all rubber boot, such as were commonly worn by 
railroaders and section hands in the region. The leather thongs binding the victim’s hands were of the 
type sold as laces in that sort of boot. 

 Moncus dispatched an aide to search the service station owned by Ryan, although he was 
already beginning to realize that the chance of a gasoline dealer having tar or creosote on his clothes 
was very slight. 

 Before Ryan was brought into the room for detailed questioning, Dr. Gordon called in. “She 
must have put up quite a fight and scratched her killer some. There are foreign skin particles under her 
fingernails with traces of blood, and also a heavy black hair from a man’s head. She might have been 
choked into insensibility, but it was the blow on the head that killed her.” 

 The undersheriff was back then, too, to report that two other residents of Ryan’s apartment 
house had seen the man come in about dusk, and had heard him moving around in his apartment with 
the radio on until 10 o’clock. 

 “I guess his story is straight,” Beasley commented, “but, I’d still like to know why he neglected to 
tell you about the fight with Blasius and denied having an argument with Mrs. Wilkers.” 

 “So would I,” Moncus admitted. “Bring him in here.” 

 With Ryan in the room, the sheriff tossed the blue denim jacket at him. “Try that on,” he 
directed. The man complied. 

 Although the jacket was made for a big man, it was not big enough for the husky, broad-
shouldered Ryan. It was obviously too tight for him to have brought to wear. 

 Recognizing the change in the officers’ attitude from one of suspicion to one of wonderment, 
Ryan sat down and began answering questions frankly. He had not told about the fight because he felt it 
would place undue suspicion on Blasius, whom he would no suspect under any circumstances. 

 By the time the aide reported back that there was no trace of tar at Ryan’s station, the man had 
been released from official custody with the last iota of suspicion removed. His hair was not black, there 
were no scars on his face (even from the fight with Blasius), the blue jacket did not fit him, and his shoes 
were a size smaller than the plaster cast left at the scene or the crime. 

 However, using the big man as a comparison, the officers got a fairly good idea of the kind of 
man they were looking for. 

 From the way the jacket fitted Ryan’s two hundred and twenty pounds, they estimated that the 
killer weighed about two hundred. Dr. Gordon’s investigation revealed the man to have black, heavy 
hair. The cast indicated he had big feet, at least size 10 or 11. 



 The bruises on the woman’s throat had been made by a large hand, in keeping with the man’s 
size, and he was evidently a laborer, judging from the boots and the blue denim jacket. 

 “And, also,” Moncus observed, “he’ll have some scratches on his face, because she marked her 
strangler.” 

 With this much accumulated evidence to go on, the sheriff was now ready to intensify the 
manhunt. Every clue would be fallowed vigorously, no matter how slight it appeared on the surface. 

 “Chief,” he directed Durrett, “that jacket is still one of the best clues. It was bought recently, at 
any rate has not been worn much. 

 “It and the boots seem to fit together. The fellow we want is a dark-haired brute of a man. 
Probably only one or two stores in town handle the jacket and the boots. The footgear hadn’t been 
worn much, because the bars of the tread stood out so clearly in the imprint. It’s quite probably that the 
man bought both items at the same store, but not necessarily at the same time. Get the name of every 
person the sales clerks can recall buying such equipment.” 

 Another aide on the case was sent with Fred White to canvass the town and get the name and 
description of every person around the cafes, streets, and game parlor seen talking to the murdered 
woman. 

 Beasley and the sheriff drove through town together. 

 “Where to?” asked the undersheriff. 

 “To the Southern Pacific shops,” was the reply. “The body was right at the edge of the railroad 
yards. I’m inclined to think that Mrs. Wilkers was either ambushed by someone going through, or was 
followed down there by a person who knew she would be taking that as a shortcut home. 

 “If a transient, then our job is just beginning, but if not, then there’s good reason to think that 
the killer was well enough acquainted with the yards to know that he was safe in attacking the woman 
there. And a person who didn’t know would hesitate to kill anyone that close to a place where a 
switchman or brakeman might come past. 

 “Anything else?” 

 “Yes,” Moncus was keyed up to a high pitch now. “The tar and creosote stains on that jumper 
could have come from handling railroad ties… we’ll find out.” 

 They stopped first at the railroad detective office where they found two men standing over a 
teletype ticker watching a long ribbon of tape jitter out. 

 “Just a minute,” the tall one said, “it’s a report on those three men who were seen catching a 
train here.” Shortly, the machine stopped and he tore the tape off, going back over the length to scan it 
carefully. Then he shook his head. 



 “Agents at Alamogordo picked them up. At first, we thought we had the right ones; they had 
about $65 in cash between them.  They said they were heading for the west coast for an aircraft factory 
job and claimed they had been working on a ranch south of Amarillo. 

 We checked their story, and the rancher identified them by name and said they were paid $70 
day before yesterday when they quit. It seems to add up. They are all young and reckless and have had 
plenty of experience at catching trains on the fly.” 

 “I was afraid that would play out,” Moncus admitted, “but here’s something hotter.” He showed 
them the jacket, explaining the presence of creosote on the sleeves, and also told him about the rubber 
boots. 

 It could have come from a section crew we have out east of town,” the agent advised the two 
officers. “The job has just started and a lot of the men are going out with new clothes. There’s also some 
bridge work going on and a lot of those men are wearing boots.” 

 “Can you get us the name of everyone in the section crew, and also a list of those one the bridge 
job?” the sheriff asked. 

 “You bet!” came the reply. “We’ll have them for you in an hour.” 

 As they left the railroad yard, Beasley suggested, “Let’s go back to Mrs. Wilkers’ bungalow 
court.” 

 This was agreed on and they were soon in the house discussing the affair with Tony, the dead 
woman’s son. 

 “Does anyone around town owe your mother money?” he was asked. 

 The boy shook his head, “No,” slowly, “one of the tenants is back on his rent, but he’s working 
to pay it off.” 

 “Who was he?” the sheriff queried. 

 “Ramon Ortega,” the youth answered. “You talked to him this morning.” 

 Beasley and Moncus looked at each other quickly. “He had a scratch on his cheek,” the 
undersheriff commented. 

 “Right,” Moncus affirmed, “and he said he had gone up town ahead of the woman after she 
came home last night.” 

 With Ryan and Blasius out as suspects, they now set about to learn if there were any 
connections between Mrs. Wilkers and the tenant, Ortega. 



 One of the other tenants said that as far as Mrs. Wilkers was concerned, there certainly was no 
connection, but added, “He was trying to act coy and gallant, but never paying his rent. I think he 
wanted to marry her so he’d have a place to live and wouldn’t have to work.” 

 “Did you see Ortega when he went up town?” she was asked. 

 “Yes.” 

 “How did he appear?” the sheriff wanted to know. 

 “Pretty upset,” was the reply. “I saw him on his porch when Mrs. Wilkers came in and I thought 
then that he was furious at her coming home with another man and then not saying anything to him.” 

 The next piece of electrifying news was that Ortega, who had not working in some months had 
recently gotten a job on the railroad section gang. 

 Was there any connection between this and the overdue rent? The question was put to Mrs. 
Wilkers’ son and he replied, “Yes, Mother told him that if he didn’t pay up in full in thirty days she would 
have him evicted.” 

 They were joined at the court by Chief of Police Durrett who came hurrying up. “I have a list of 
six persons who have recently purchased jackets and boots of that kind,” he announced. “Quite a few 
men have bought them to go out on the section gang east of town.” 

 Moncus took the list and saw that one of the names was Ramon Ortega. 

 “I’m sure we’re on the right track now,” the sheriff confided, “but to be positive, check up on 
the others listed and see if they have an alibi for last night.” 

 Ortega was not to be found in his court apartment, but at the railroad yards the two country 
officers learned that Ortega’s name was on the list of workmen assigned to the bridge crew. Morever, 
they discovered that he had not worked that day before. 

 Returning to the court, they obtained a passkey from young Tony and entered Ortega’s 
residence. In the cellar they found a pair of rubber lace boots with the leather lace missing from one. 
The tread was identical to that of the cast made at the scene of the crime. 

 At headquarters, they matched it for size with the cast and found it to be the same. Also, the 
lace in the other boot matched the thong found binding the victim’s hands. 

 When Fred White showed up a few minutes later, he reported, “Mrs. Wilkers was seen talking 
to six persons last night on the street. One was a woman, the other men.” 

 “Ramon Ortega one of them?” the sheriff interrupted. 

 White nodded. “That’s right.” 



 “That’s our man,” Beasley commented. “Ortega lied when he told us he didn’t see the woman 
after she entered her house.” 

 “I was suspicious as soon as I heard about Ortega,” Fred White added, “because we’ve had 
trouble with him before, so I checked up on that lead. He was around town yesterday trying to mooch 
drinks until evening, and then he showed up later on, about ten thirty, in one of the bars and seemed to 
have plenty of money. He stayed until they closed.” 

 “Was there anyone with him?” Moncus inquired. 

 “Yes,” White said flatly, “both earlier and after he came back to buy wine. He was with Sam 
Ricardo.” 

 “Okay,” Moncus ordered, “we’ll arrest Ortega or Ricardo on sight. Split up and scatter through 
town. If we walked past Ortega as easily as we did this morning, he’s not apt to have lit out.” 

 As the men went out through the city, both Ortega and Ricardo were arrested quickly. Jailer Blaz 
Jimenez got a tip on Ricardo and he was arrested by Moncus at a friend’s house. The man refused to 
talk, and seemed frightened when taken into custody. Undersheriff Beasley picked up Ortega on a road 
leading out of town. 

 By a strange coincidence, Beasley drove into the sheriff’s office just ahead of Moncus, who 
parked and watched Beasley enter the office with Ortega. 

 As the men disappeared, Ricardo gave a noticeable sigh of relief. Turning to him, the sheriff 
noticed that the man had lost his tenseness. 

 “You were afraid of him, eh?” Moncus suggested. 

 The other nodded. “Yes, he said he would kill me if I told what happened; but now, I had better 
tell you the truth.” 

 And so, sitting in his car with Ricardo outside the courthouse, the sheriff listened to the man’s 
story. 

 He had met Ortega up town, he reported, and had been loafing around trying to borrow money 
for wine. 

 When Mrs. Wilkers appeared, walking down the street, Ortega’s eyes had glinted darkly and he 
swore. He had boasted in the past that he intended to marry the woman some day and not have to work 
anymore. 

 Now, he told Ricardo that she would have plenty of money to buy wine and that he could 
borrow it. Leaving Ricardo, Ortega did talk to the woman, stopping right in front of her on the sidewalk. 
But Mrs. Wilkers shook her head angrily and pushed past the man. 



 Still later, they saw her on her way home, and Ortega again said he would “borrow” the money. 
Instructing Ricardo to wait for him, Ortega had set out to follow the woman, who evidently was on her 
way home. But Ricardo had followed at a distance and reached the vicinity of the boiler room in time to 
hear Mrs. Wilkers scream once. 

 Later Ortega swore Ricardo to secrecy and told him he had struck Mrs. Wilkers with a large rock 
and then had thrown it into the fire box where it was recovered. 

 When accused of the crime, Ortega denied it but, at the trial pleaded guilty to second degree 
murder. On October 1, less than thirty hours after the crime was discovered, he was sentenced to 
fifteen years in prison by Judge J. C. Compton. 

 (The names of James Ryan, George Blasius, and Sam Ricardo are fictitious to protect the 
identities of persons not directly connected with the crime.) 


