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Chapter 6 TO PUT FLESH ON THE BONE
“Any victim and the injuries that they suffer (or do
not suffer), is an extension of that crime scene.” (Turvey,
2002)1
Up to this point, the crime has been reconstructed
from the evidence at hand.

All that can be said with

certainty is that two young brothers died or were killed
elsewhere and brought to the park scene, or died or were
killed in the park at some point before January 1953.
Whether or not they were killed at the scene cannot be
verified.

It is very likely they were killed deliberately,

as there are two victims- both unidentified and unclaimed.
Who killed them cannot be verified either but it appears
from the evidence at the scene to have at least involved a
woman- a woman who may or may not have been a parent or
guardian.

The children were found laid out head-to-toe; it

appears they were left at the scene with the intention
abandonment or disposal.
The mode of death for both victims was deemed by the
coroner at the time to be blunt force trauma to the head
(the hammer end of the hatchet may have been used).

There

may also be evidence of sharp force injury (the blade end
of the hatchet fit a hole in one of the skulls).

When

discussing blunt force trauma, sharp force injury, and the
physical and motivational origins of the wounds the author
quotes liberally from the text: Criminal Profiling- An
Introduction to Behavioral Evidence Analysis.

The author

of the text, criminal profiler Brent Turvey, provides an
excellent guide to analyzing wound patterns in homicide
1

Turvey, B. (2002). Criminal Profiling- An Introduction to Behavioral Evidence Analysis.
(2nd Edition) San Diego, California: Academic Press.
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victims.
of the day.

These wound patterns help reconstruct the events
“Wound pattern analysis involves the

recognition, preservation, documentation, examination and
reconstruction of the nature, origin, and intent of
physical injuries.” When looking at the mode of death in
the two victims, it is important to consider the physical
and motivational origins of the wounds.

The remains were

cremated in 1998 by the investigator at the time, so a
separation of the two skeletons (the bones had been stored
in one box) and thorough examination of the skulls is no
longer possible.

The wounds on the skulls were described

in the original police report:

“The smaller skull had a

definite cleft at top of cranium, which suggests blade of
the hatchet entered the cleft and caused a depression of
the inner shell of the skull.

Fractures of both skulls

suggest that both occurred before death rather than
afterward by animal or other violation.”2
THE NATURE OF WOUND PATTERN ANALYSIS
Mechanisms

Blunt force
trauma
Sharp force
injury

Impacts delivered by weapons/ forceful
contact of part or the entire body against
an unyielding surface, and combinations of
impact and forceful contact
Abrasions, contusions, lacerations,
fractures (of skeletal system)
• Stab wounds
• Incise wounds (cuts)
• Chop wounds (these injuries are the result
of heavy instruments with a sharp edge.
They go deep into the tissue, can be
associated with bone fractures and can have
a combination of incised and lacerated
characteristics. Examples include injuries
afflicted by axes, hatchets, machetes,
swords, and meat cleavers.

2

Excerpt from original police report submitted January 15, 1953 re: Babes in the Woods
murder (retyped October 29, 1963)
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Wound patterns are most often the result of Locardian
Evidence Transfer Relationships.3 Locard's exchange
principle states that with contact between two items, there
will be an exchange- i.e. when an offender comes into
contact with a location or another person an exchange of
evidence occurs.

As a result of this exchange, the

offender leaves something of themselves behind, and also
takes something of that person or place away with them when
they leave.
THE PHYSICAL ORIGIN OF WOUNDS
Weapon to victim
Weapon to offender

Restraint to victim

Environment to victim
Environment to offender

Victim to offender
Offender to victim

Any item found in the crime
scene or brought to the
crime scene by the victim or
the offender, that is used
for the purposes of
administering force
Any item found in the crime
scene, or brought to the
scene, which is used to
physically control, limit,
contain, or restrain a
victim
Any item in the crime scene
that was not taken in hand
for use as a weapon, but
which did com into contact
with the victim and offender
in such a manner as to cause
injury. (unintentional)
Defense injuries/ offensive
manual injuries

3

Chisum, W.J., & Turvey, B. Evidence Dynamics: Locard's Exchange Principle & Crime
Reconstruction, Journal of Behavioral Profiling, January, 2000, Vol. 1, No. 1, retrieved
October 17, 2006 from http://www.profiling.org/journal/vol1_no1/jbp_ed_january2000_11.html
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THE MOTIVATIONAL ORIGINS OF WOUNDS
Intent
Defensive Force

To protect individual
administering force
To hamper or prevent
recognition and collection
of physical evidence
Psychological, fantasy
oriented

Precautionary Force
Experimental Force

In 1953, the police focused on the investigation as a
deliberate homicide.

As the victims were children, it is

highly likely they were killed with pre-meditation and
precaution but not defensively. From the information gained
from the news accounts, the two brothers appeared to have
suffered from blunt force trauma by a shingler’s hatchet to
the skulls causing death. A lather’s axe or shingler’s
hatchet was found at the crime scene. It was either a
“weapon of opportunity” (brought to scene to use for
cutting wood or found at scene) or brought to the scene
with the intention to use it to harm or kill the children.
The hatchet is approximately 11 cm across (blunt to sharp
edge). One victim had a skull fracture (chop wound) that
matched the sharp edge of the hatchet found.

The other

victim had fracture wounds that may have been caused by the
hammer end of the hatchet.

A thorough examination of the

skulls should be performed if possible. Sergeant
Honeybourn, the investigator as of 1996, reportedly has a
CD-ROM of skull images with a 360° view of each for future
reconstruction purposes.
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The motivational origins of the wounds in this case
appear to be to cause death.

The extent of the damage to

the skulls to both individuals was severe enough to cause
skull fracture. The Parks Board worker who discovered the
remains did indicate that he stepped on a skull causing it
to “crunch”.

The damage to the skull(s) created difficulty

in determining the wounds on the skulls. It cannot be
established whether or not any type of ligature at any
time, restrained the children. It cannot be established if
there was any sexual activity done to the victims before,
during or after death.

The remains appear to have been

fully or partially clothed and one skeleton did have the
remnants underwear on his pelvis.
The Vancouver News Herald January 16, 1953
“Although police suspect murder, so far there is
no positive proof.

There are no bone bruises to

indicate a beating. However, strangulation would
leave no sign on bodies as decomposed as the ones
found.”
The Vancouver Province April 15, 1953:
“[Det. McKay] is convinced the murderer was
a woman.

There is the shoe and the coat and the

blows, which destroyed the two young lives, were
not heavy ones.
Just severe enough to fracture the skulls of
both.

Had a man swung the hammer, which fits the

declivities in the skulls of both, the bones
would have been badly shattered.
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4

5

At least one of the victims was wearing a leather
aviator helmet, which would affect the impact of the
hatchet. Gilbert (1990)6 cautions investigators to also
consider that a child’s skull can be “dramatically
different from the fully developed adult skull” must also
be considered. “The child’s skull is more elastic, and will
4

Sketch of photo of skulls, originally in evidence storage at the Vancouver Centennial
Police Museum (now in Vancouver Police department archives, by author, 2004
5
Video captures from Babes in the Woods Task Force meeting at Vancouver Centennial Police
Museum, February 2004
6
Gilbert, S.G. (1990) Investigative Significance of Coup and Contrecoup Head Injuries,
retrieved October 17, 2006 from http://members.aol.com/SVG2254/coup_html.html
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accept a blow without fracturing, leaving an indented point
of impact instead.”
Research suggests that head injury is the most common
cause of death in battered children. In many instances,
children will suffer fatal head trauma by accident rather
than intentional assault.

In this case though, the

children’s head trauma was likely deliberate.

The wounds

may have been inflicted by the offender, from behind the
victims when they were standing or lying down.
David Owen (2000)7 writes:
In cases where a murder victim has
been battered to death with a blunt
instrument, the fatal blows are usually
delivered to the head, and it is
relatively unusual for one single blow
to achieve a criminal’s aim.

A series

of blows is usually sustained, each of
which can cause ragged lacerations
where scraps of tissue and blood
vessels are driven into the surface of
the underlying bones.
The victim’s head may show
depression fractures where the bones of
the skull were driven into the brain
tissues, causing death by compression
of the brain.

In such cases, the shape

of the fractured area may reveal
7

Owen, D. (2000) Hidden Evidence- Forty True Crimes and How Forensic Science Helped Solve
Them, Willowdale, Ontario, Canada: Firefly Books (p. 81)
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something of the shape of the weapon
used.

The site of the fracture area,

seen in the context of the victim’s
probable position when the blows were
delivered, can also indicate the type
of blow delivered, and even the
relative strength and height of the
attacker.

There may be no discernible

depression fractures however, if the
fatal injuries were caused by rupture
of the blood vessels beneath the skull.
Vernon J. Gerberth (1996)8 discusses chopping wounds:
These wounds are caused by a heavy
object, which has an edge, e.g. an axe.
A wound produced by an axe will not
only cut into the skin, but will also
cause contusions and structural damage
to the body parts beneath. There will
be a deep gaping wound, with contusions
and structural damage.
Blunt force trauma injuries are
usually directed at the head of the
victim.

The evidence of injury to the

head is evident in the lacerations of
the scalp and the blackening of the
eyes.

However, a severe injury to the

head need not be accompanied by
evidence of laceration or eye trauma.
8

Gerberth, V.J. (1996), Practical Homicide Investigation- Tactics, Procedures and
Forensic Techniques (3rd Edition), Boca Raton, Florida: CRC Press (p. 302-303)
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A person may receive a blow to the head
and appear to be all right, only to die
later as a result of an internal
hemorrhage.
Injuries to the brain in the back
of the head are more likely to be fatal
than injuries to the brain in the front
part of the skull.

9

FORENSIC TAPHONOMY
“ A dead body is evidence, evidence to be
photographed, X-rayed, described, analyzed in depth, and
correlated with the circumstances.” (Haglund, Sorg 1997)
To reconstruct the crime and to get an understanding
as to who the victims and the offender(s) may be, the time
9

Photo retrieved from “Grisly murders unsolved after 31 years,” The Vancouver Sun,
January 14, 1984
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of death needs to be examined in order to establish a
historical context. To put “flesh back on the bones” one
starts with the skeletons and then moves backward in time
by examining the amount of decomposition.

The field of

forensic taphonomy examines the postmortem events of human
remains and provides valid data to allow a narrowing or
increasing of the time-of-death window. In this section,
the author quotes heavily from the text- Forensic
Taphonomy- the postmortem fate of human remains.10
Taphonomy has been defined as the study of the
processes by which animal and plant remains become
fossilized.

It applies to forensic situations11.

The

science examines transitions of remains from the biosphere12
to the lithosphere13 as impacted by weather, animal, plants,
biochemical reactions, and cultural factors.

Postmortem14

processes affecting the cadaver are studied in detail in
order to filter out environmental and biotic factors.

What

is left may reflect human behavioral factors that account
for the original location and disposition of the victim at
death.
Soil perturbations, frost and root wedging, mineral
expansion, vibrations, water table fluctuations, and animal
and inset intervention all combine to effect human remains
interned in the earth. The Babes in the Wood case has
severe problems regarding physical evidence, reasons being10

Haglund,W.D., Sorg, M.H. (1997), Forensic Taphonomy- the postmortem fate of human
remains, Boca Raton, Florida: CRC Press LLC
11
Forensic- relating to the use of science or technology in the investigation and
establishment of facts or evidence in a court of law.
http://www.thefreedictionary.com/forensic
12
Biosphere- The part of the earth and its atmosphere in which living organisms exist or
that is capable of supporting life. http://www.thefreedictionary.com/biosphere
13
Lithosphere- The outer part of the earth, consisting of the crust and upper mantle.
http://www.thefreedictionary.com/lithosphere
14
Postmortem- after death.
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the time from death to discovery and recovery, the forensic
techniques of the 1950’s, the fifty plus years that have
passed since discovery, the changes in the crime scene
location due to a variety of factors, the condition of the
evidence at present, and so on.
It has been noted that the remains (of at least one
child) were covered with what remained of a woman’s fur
coat.

It cannot be established if this was done pre- or

postmortem though it was likely done after death.

There

are many possibilities, none of which can be verified as
having occurred.

As mentioned, the remains may have been

covered by the offender after the crime.
been used as a blanket during a nap.

The coat may have

Weather, such as

wind, could have been instrumental in placing the coat
remains over the victims in a way that appeared to be a
precautionary act. Animal (scavenger) activity in the park
may have caused the coat to lie in that way.
There are many factors that can affect the evidence
found at the scene:
• Offender actions during and after the offense
• Victim actions during and after the offense
• Secondary transfer (recall Locard’s Exchange
Principle)
• Witnesses altering the scene
• Weather and climate
• Decomposition rates
• Insect activity
• Animal predation
• Police actions and scene technicians during
investigation at the scene
• Forensic scientists and coroners investigating
the remains
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Haglund and Sorg (1997) urge investigators to consider
“the extent to which the effects of taphonomic processes
are misidentified as antemortem [before death] or
perimortem [at or around the time of death] trauma.
Changes in skeletal material of children

(pre-adults) may

masquerade as perimortem trauma, potentially yielding false
conclusions about the cause and manner of death.

Cranial

bone displacement in immature remains may be due to
environmental factors, and the effects of these processes
may be misidentified as the result of perimortem trauma to
the head.”
ANIMAL ACTIVITY IN STANLEY PARK
The clothing at the scene indicate cooler weatherlikely autumn or winter.

It is unclear as to what bones

remined at the scene and which were disturbed by animal
activity.

The skulls were intact and at the scene enough

bones to show the layout of the children- head to toe.
Carnivores are generally more aggressive during winter.
Raccoons, rats and squirrels are very common in
Stanley Park15.

Other “urban wildlife” in the park include

assorted rodents, weasels, skunks, deer, coyotes, owls,
eagles and other bird life.

The purported scene, shown to

the author by Grant Rainsley, contains an enormous snag- a
dead tree.
1940’s.

This tree may have been alive in the late

It is helpful to note that a dead tree contains a

miniature ecosystem- birds forage, nest, rest, roost and
perch, insects reside in and eat the tree, raccoons eat the

15

Urban Wildlife, Stanley Park Ecological Society
http://www.stanleyparkecology.ca/programs/urbanWildlife/
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larvae and deer forage around the snag for lichen and
greens.

Coyotes and raccoons frequent Stanley Park

16

Rodents have been noted as being major scavengers of
human remains.

Rodents accelerate the rate of bone decay

after skeletonization and they are notorious for removal of
smaller bones.

The Vancouver Sun January 16, 1953
Both skulls have holes in them but police
cannot yet say what caused them.

Rats or other

rodents may have made holes in the skulls.
The science department at a preliminary estimate
says the tots died three years ago in winter and
early spring.

Three distinct seasons’ growth of

leaves and needles lay on top of the bones.
Small roots had grown through the bones also…

Animal activity may alter evidence such as clothing so
as to complicate its interpretation.

Investigation of

scattering and damage to skeletons may aid in establishing
16

Urban Wildlife, Stanley Park Ecological Society
http://www.stanleyparkecology.ca/programs/urbanWildlife/
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the postmortem interval and may reflect the ecological and
environmental conditions under which disarticulation
occurred.

Climate changes can affect the calculation of

time since death.

Carnivores may be more aggressive during

the winter. Carnivores and rodents usually ingest the soft
tissue of the face and long bones.
Skeletonization is sped up or slowed down by the
particular environment, the exposure, the animal and insect
activity in the area.

Each ecological area produces

specific variations on the average pattern of
decomposition. This case would benefit from the analysis of
geography and weather conditions in Stanley Park in the
1940’s.

A specific date is examined later in the book and

the weather during that time is examined.

Clothing

protects the body from the drying process of the sun and
depending on the temperature, enables maggot activity.
TIME OF DEATH
It was estimated by law enforcement in 1953 that the
children in this case were killed in 1948-1950.

This was

concluded by examination of the leaves and pine needles
collected at the time of discovery, the condition of the
clothes, shoes, lunchbox and axe, and by the skeletonized
conditions of the remains.

The author enlarged this window

to 1940-1952 during her analysis of the case as it enlarged
the investigation into BC Archives and similar resources.
“For most skeltonized remains, estimation of time since
death usually is little more than an educated guess.”

17

17

Smithsonian curator Dale Stewart as quoted in Sachs, J.S. (2001) Corpse- nature,
forensics, and the struggle to pinpoint time of death, Cambridge: Perseus Publishing
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The popular date for time of death for this case has
been 1947 [see Chapter 7].

The clothing and history of the

times enlarges the window of time of death back to 1940
[see Chapter 4].

Forensic taphonomy, on the other hand,

may indicate that skeletonization in an outdoor crime scene
can take 3 weeks to one year, placing the time of death as
close as 1952. Removal of remains (crudely done in 1953) by
its very nature results in destruction of the scene’s
context and thereby limits interpretation and analysis.
Original pathology files should be consulted in this case
in order to verify conditions of bones at recovery.18
Areas of trauma skeletonize faster, though literature
indicates the typical rate of skeletonization is 3 months
to 3 years.

The presence of major defects such as blunt

force may contribute to decomposition.

These areas provide

access to moist portions of the corpse for insects.

In

this case, the extent of skeletonization was described as
equal between both victims, so time of death is likely at
the same time (differing by seconds to minutes, as opposed
to days or months).

There is no physical evidence as to

who died first but the smaller victim was found with his
feet under the shoulders and head of the larger victim.
Perhaps the smaller victim was felled first.
Biodegradation rates of hairs and fibres should be
considered.

Biodeterioration studies of human hair buried

in well-watered garden soil show that hair is too severely
deteriorated to recover after 6 months in the soil.

News

accounts indicated that there was hair present and that the

18

The author did not have access to these files nor were they located in the BC Archives
by archive staff.
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children were in a shallow depression in the ground as
opposed to being buried.
Further research needs to be done into the
biodegradation of the clothing fibre on the children.

The

deterioration rates of leather and metal should also be
analysed.

Sachs (2001)19 discusses the general degradation

of clothing material:
Buried rayon and cotton proved the quickest
to disintegrate, with damage apparent to the
naked eye within weeks, total deterioration in
fifteen to seventeenth months.

Silk and wool,

both buried and on the surface, showed signs of
microscopic damage at ten months, with damage
becoming visible to the naked eye at fifteen
months, followed by total destruction at thirtyfive months.

Leather and synthetic fabrics

proved the most resistant over time, showing no
visible damage after two years.

Sunlight

degraded others such as acrylic.

Soil type and

moisture likewise influenced the rate of
destruction.

Cotton and rayon, for example,

broke down within ten months when buried in wet,
swampy soil, but took twenty-five months to
degrade in dry clay and sand.

By contrast,

moisture actually increased the durability of
wool and silk.
The children were found in a shallow grave or a dip in
the ground and roots and small shoots were found growing
19

Sachs, J.S. (2001) Corpse- nature, forensics, and the struggle to pinpoint time of
death, Cambridge: Perseus Publishing
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around and through the bones.

“Plants and fungi speed

decomposition, splitting joints and penetrating bone with
their tendrils and roots.”20

There was no indication that

the offender attempted to bury the children.

Seasonal

changes had left leaves and pine needles over the coat that
may have been used to cover the children.

If the case

files indicate which kind of plant materials were found on
the scene, leaves, pine needles, moss etc., a forensic
botanist should be consulted.

Any plant part touching or

buried with human remains can be valuable.
GENERAL TIME INTERVALS REGARDING BODY DECOMPOSITION:
Minutes to hours
Hours to one day-

Enzymatic changes,
cellular respiration ceases
Algor Mortis [the reduction of body
temperature after death]
Livor Mortis [settling of the blood
in the lower portion of the body,
causing a purplish red discoloration
of the skin]

Weeks to months
0-1 year
Months to years
Three years
After first decade
Years to eons

Rigor Mortis [caused by a chemical
change in the muscles, causing the
limbs of the corpse to become stiff
and difficult to move or manipulate]
Disarticulation, skeletonization
No cracking or flaking of bone,
greasy, soft tissues present
Weathering,
burial,
pedoturbation21
Exfoliation of the outer layers of
the dessicated cortical bone
Bone breakdown (bone mechanically
falling apart into pieces)
Fossilization

20

Ibid
Pedoturbation: mixing within a soil or sediment profile by various processes, such as
animal burrowing, tree throw, freeze-thaw cycles, etc. It usually involves disturbance of
the skeletal fabric as opposed to redistribution of only the fine particles (Haglund and
Sorg, 1997)
21
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News accounts at the time estimated that the Babes in
the Wood died a few years before discovery. They illustrate
the struggle investigators had with pinpointing time of
death.

“Both skeletons were weather-worn.” “Police

estimated the children died between one and two years ago.”
“They believed it to have been some time.”

“They could

have been there six months or six years.”
“Police discount the suggestion that the two children
died in 1949’s bitter December while hunting a Christmas
tree.

They have no report of missing children for that

period.”

“[Dr. T.R. Harmon’s] tests have shown that the

children were in the park since 1948 or 1949.”

“The

children were taken into the park sometime after December
(the winter of 1947-48 or 1948-49).”
“A black oilskin coat… was covered with six inches of
leaves.” “The science department at a preliminary estimate
says the tots died three years ago in winter and early
spring.

Three distinct seasons’ growth of leaves and

needles lay on top of the bones.
through the bones also.”

Small roots had grown

“Each covering of leaves, each

blanket of pine needles, was carefully removed and from
this they determined the year and the season the children
were placed there…

Covering the bodies was the celanese

lining of a woman’s’ coat and a small portion of the fur
collar.

In the hairs of the collar were hemlock needles,

which indicated that needles were falling at that time.”
“Who are the two children who gaily tripped into
Stanley Park four or five years ago, swinging their little
lunch buckets?”
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