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Edythe Klumpp at her trial. Cincinnati Enquirer file.
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A COLD PYRE ON COWAN LAKE

Cecil Mains and his buddies had no luck with the ducks that dreary day, and by the time they packed it in, they were figuring that they’d just wasted a Saturday. But things were about to get crazy for the three young men. They first launched the boat before sunrise on November 1, 1958, in Cowan Lake, a state park about an hour north of Cincinnati. A cold drizzle came and went all day, with ducks more scarce than hunters in the blinds scattered around the seven-hundred-acre reservoir.

By midmorning, they had decided to pull the boat out of Cowan and go to Stone Lick, a smaller reservoir a half hour away on the other side of Blanchester, to see if any ducks were flying there. There weren’t, so they didn’t even put the boat in the water. They goofed around in Blanchester for a little while and had lunch. Then they pulled the boat back out to the Cowan Lake ramp early in the afternoon, parking their car in the lot nearby. The rain had stopped momentarily, so they let the boat drift in the middle, trying to stay away from the fellows in the duck blinds. The drizzle started again, and by 4:00 p.m., Mains had had enough. The three friends—Mains, Elbert Walker and Dean Jackson—decided to call it a day.

“It was getting pretty cold and late, so we thought we would start the motor up and come back in,” Mains said. The motor wouldn’t start, and they were at least a mile from the boat ramp, a long way to paddle, so they drifted to the beach. They saw a few guys in a duck blind a bit to the west, but the beach was deserted. A new concession stand was going up, but it was a Saturday so nobody working. One car sat alone in the lot. They figured it belonged to the guys in the blind.

The rain had stopped when they landed, but it was still misty and chilly when they dragged the boat up onto the sand. Jackson said he’d walk to get the car while Mains and Walker stayed with the boat and the guns. They walked up toward the road, scouting a way to get the car and trailer down to the beach. Walker hiked a little ahead of Mains, who wandered off in a different direction toward the parking lot. Mains stumbled upon a burned-out fire in a clump of cattails. He saw a pair of legs in the ashes, and it being the day after Halloween, he figured it was some kind of prank with a show window dummy.

Walker had found an access road about fifty feet away on the other side of the clump of cattails and was a third of the way there.

Mains hollered, “Hey! Look here! Here’s a body!”

Walker turned around and ambled back to where his friend was pointing. “That’s just some Halloween prank,” he said, but as he got closer, he saw that it wasn’t any dummy. The legs were blistered. They had toes. The boys saw a necklace, but there wasn’t much of a neck.
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Edythe and Cincinnati police visit the Cowan Park scene where the body was found. University of Cincinnati Archives.

“You knew where the head would be on the body,” Walker would tell police. “You could tell it was a head, but if you had to recognize it as a human head, you wouldn’t know.”

The body was lying on its right side. They didn’t see any arms or clothing, but they could make out a necklace and a piece of red cloth around the face.

“What do you think we ought to do?” Walker asked.

“We better get the sheriff or somebody down here,” Mains said. “I’ll go find a phone and you stay here.” Mains went to the access road and saw a farmer’s house about a mile and a half away up the hill. Just then, Jackson came around the bend with the car. Mains—“looking pretty scared,” his buddy said—flagged him down.

“What’s the matter?” Jackson asked.

“We found a body down there,” Mains said.

“Are you sure it’s a body?”

“Oh, yeah, I’m sure,” he said. “Let’s go up to that farmhouse and see if we can use the phone.”

Mains and Jackson waited at the farmer’s house until the park manager and the Ohio Highway Patrol arrived. When they returned to the scene with the officials at about 5:30 p.m., the pair of duck hunters they had seen in a nearby blind, owners of the ’57 Chevy in the parking lot, were there with Walker. They said they had dragged their boat down to the water earlier that morning and probably were within ten feet of the body and didn’t see it. Jackson was so scared that he didn’t go anywhere near the body.

OHIO STATE HIGHWAY PATROLMAN Robert W. Dunbar, a plainclothes detective in the Wilmington unit, was at home about 4:45 p.m. when he got a call that a body had been torched on the beach at Cowan Lake.

Dunbar, “a heavy and sturdily-built man” as described by the Wilmington News-Journal, “has an all-business look about him that exudes competence. He’s a likeable and modest person…Acquaintances listen closely when he talks, because he has something to say.” A ten-year veteran of the patrol, Dunbar’s background included military counterintelligence training. He still went to police science classes two nights a week, commuting to Chase College in Cincinnati. When Gibbs told him that two boys had found a burned body on the beach at Cowan Lake, he set off on an investigative marathon.

Dunbar arrived at the scene at about 5:20 p.m. in the misty rain, according to the 950-page report he would soon file. The temperature was dropping, and it was starting to get dark. A uniformed highway patrolman was there with Park Manager John Young and the young men who found the body. To get to the scene, Young had to unlock a cable that blocked access to a service road that led into a heavily wooded area. Young told Dunbar that there was another entrance to that road—the Cemetery Service Road—from the upper parking lot.

Dunbar noted the tire tracks and spot where a tire had spun—no discernable tread, about five inches wide, from a lighter-model car. The service road had a number of tracks made by state equipment that cut through the path of the tire marks. The ground was cold and muddy.

Six feet away, the body, in a “pugilistic attitude,” Dunbar said, “was almost entirely consumed by fire”; it was located along the natural shoreline of the lake at the edge of a marsh. The ground around was cold and wet. The legs, the only easily recognizable features, were covered with the remains of nylon hose, and a small piece of a red coat covered part of the head; there was a gold-colored necklace around the neck. The body was cold to the touch.

Clinton County sheriff Floyd Foote soon arrived, along with a photographer and a Hamilton County pathologist, Dr. Frank F. Cleveland. Racing against darkness, Dr. Cleveland examined the body and quickly cleared it to be taken to the morgue, along with as much of the wet, charred remains as could be scraped up. “I’ve been a sheriff for 22 years and have seen a lot of gruesome cases, but this is the first victim I’ve come across that was burned like that,” said Sheriff Foote.

Dunbar gathered the necklace and a key ring attached to a small penknife that was under the body. Two of the keys were for a General Motors vehicle. Two others appeared to belong to a suitcase. Another key was broken.

On Sunday morning, another inspection in daylight turned up two rings, apparently wedding rings, one with a twenty-point diamond with two diamond chips and the other a plain band. They were cleaned and bore no engravings.

Dr. Cleveland reported the next day that the victim was white; female; approximately five feet, nine inches tall; of large build, 135 to 150 pounds; possibly twenty-five to thirty-five years old; and with dark-brown hair four to six inches long. The face was too consumed for a medical artist to attempt a likeness. The skull had been fractured in two places, and she was probably already dead when placed there. There were contusions on the left side of the neck, face and head and on the right side of the head. The woman had been dead for at least twenty-four hours before discovery and could have been dead longer. A body cremated to this extent would have needed an intense fire for two or three hours. He determined the cause of death to be “fractures of the skull, injuries to the brain and…hemorrhages as the result of multiple impacts to the head.”

Dunbar spoke again to Young, the park manager, who said that he went down the Cemetery Service Road on Friday morning, October 31, about 8:00 a.m. and did not see anything.

A park employee hauled three loads of dirt down the road that morning and then ran a tractor and disc over the dirt at about 12:30 p.m. that day and at 3:30 p.m. Then he went back out with the tractor, locking the gate behind him. Young checked it himself. Since there were no tire marks on top of the disc work, Dunbar determined that the body would have to have been placed there sometime before 12:30 p.m. on Friday.

When he followed up on the keys on Monday, Dunbar found that two car keys meant that it was a Pontiac, an Oldsmobile or a Cadillac. Chevrolets and Buicks used only one-key systems.

Dunbar went back to the scene and spoke to two construction workers at the concession stand. They said they had worked there on Thursday from 12:30 p.m. to 5:00 p.m., going in and out over the service road from Yankee Road without seeing anything. One of them had even walked into the cattails about thirty feet from where the body was found. When they left on Thursday, they forgot to lock the gate and did not come back again until that Monday morning. Someone had locked it.

Throughout the day, the Ohio Highway Patrol (OHP) reviewed a lot of missing-person reports, but none seemed to fit until 7:30 p.m., when Sergeant Gibbs took a call from Bill Sheridan at Procter & Gamble in Cincinnati. Sheridan said that the description of the body fit Louise Bergen, who had been missing since Thursday. Bergen worked for the trucking company Stillpass Transit and drove a two-tone, black-over-yellow, 1950 Oldsmobile. She was last seen wearing a red coat when she left work at 5:00 p.m. on Thursday, October 30.

On Tuesday morning, Dunbar called Stillpass Transit and spoke to Kirk Tolford, who told him that Louise Bergen was still missing. Tolford’s description of her matched Dr. Cleveland’s report. He said that Louise was thirty-two years old and lived in the Swifton Village apartments in Bond Hill.

At 9:00 a.m., Dunbar called the Bergen residence and learned that she was supposed to come home for dinner after leaving work on Thursday and then meet a girlfriend to go to a show in downtown Cincinnati. She never showed up for either. Dunbar went straight to the home and showed the necklace and car keys to the missing woman’s sister, Billie Van Davier; her mother, Abbie Van Davier; and William Bergen, the estranged husband who lived across town in Mount Washington with his girlfriend, Edythe Klumpp.

Bergen recognized the penknife on the key ring. Louise and every employee of Stillpass Transit had received one the previous Christmas, but that particular knife had belonged to Mel Abrams, who used the car before her. Her mother recognized the necklace. The suitcase keys fit baggage in Louise’s closet. The building manager confirmed that the other broken key was the same kind that would fit her apartment.

Dunbar contacted the Cincinnati Police Department to advise it that he had identified the torch victim as a Cincinnati woman. At 1:00 p.m., he met Detective Eugene Moore and Wilbert Stagenhorst at Stillpass Transit Company, and the joint investigation began.

LOUISE BERGEN HAD WORKED at Stillpass Transit Company for three years as an assistant in the bookkeeping department, helping with payroll and other office duties. Her colleagues said that she was “a crackerjack worker, very professional,” but no one seemed to know much about her personal life. The last of her co-workers to see Louise Bergen alive was fleet superintendent Mel Abrams, who watched her car leave the lot at 5:00 p.m. on Thursday and head toward home, disappearing into the rush-hour traffic of Spring Grove Avenue. Abrams was also the estranged husband’s best friend and alibi.

“Thursday night, he [Bill Bergen] came to the Stillpass garage around 6 p.m.,” Abrams told police. Then Bill went back to work for a little while, and they met up again at about 7:30 p.m. at Abrams’s house in Golf Manor. Abrams also said that he was under the impression that Bill and Louise wanted to get back together. “I needled both of them,” he said, “like they were acting like kids.”

On the other hand, Bergen never told Abrams that he wanted to break it off with his girlfriend, Edythe, either. They had talked a lot about getting married, but Abrams believed that had cooled down. “I just assumed he would walk out and go home,” he said.

Mel Abrams first met Bill Bergen when he visited Louise at work. He and Bill remained friends after the Bergens’ separation. He still saw Louise at work but hadn’t seen her socially since then, and she never spoke about her personal life. One evening, however, he saw her riding in a car with Stillpass dispatcher John Kellum, long after working hours were over, but that was over a year ago. Then, a few months later, when Abrams had temporarily left Stillpass for another job, a welder who worked there told him that he saw Louise kissing one of the drivers in the hallway, but he didn’t know the guy.

The team of investigators went to the Swifton Village apartments to search Louise Bergen’s room for clues. Abbie Van Davier said that her daughter didn’t have any male friends and did not date anyone. When Louise went out in the evenings, it was either with a girlfriend or just to go window shopping at the nearby shopping center. She was always home early.
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Louise Bergen’s Oldsmobile, found in Swifton Center. University of Cincinnati Archives.

On Tuesday evening, a Cincinnati patrolman found the black-and-yellow 1950 Oldsmobile in the parking lot of the Swifton Center outdoor mall. The officer had seen it alone in the parking lot on Saturday evening after the stores had closed, so when he saw the alert earlier that day, it struck a familiar chord with him. The lot was full then, so he went back after closing and spotted it near the Urmetz Jewelers store. The driver’s door was unlocked, and a portfolio of business papers was on the front seat, indicating that the occupant hadn’t planned to be gone for long.

The matter of jurisdiction was muddy, but the Ohio State Highway Patrol and detectives from the Cincinnati Police Department worked together on the case, with up to four different teams at various times, trying to gather what information they could about Louise Bergen and who might have killed her, where and how.

Sheriff Foote; the Hamilton County prosecutor’s investigator, Donald F. Roney; and Colonel Henry Sandman, chief of the Cincinnati Detective Squad, met Wednesday morning at city hall to make sure the investigation was operating smoothly without conflict or redundancy. They also determined that if it were proven that Mrs. Bergen was alive when placed in the weeds, it would become a Clinton County matter. If she had been killed in Hamilton County, then the investigation and trial would be centered there.


LOUISE

William Bergen told detectives that he met Martha Louise Van Davier in 1947 at a USO dance in Norfolk, Virginia, where he was stationed during his service in the U.S. Navy. She was from Galveston, Texas. He was from Manasquan, New Jersey, and joined the navy in July 1946. They were married in 1948 and made their home in Norfolk. After his discharge, he started working for the Federal Civil Service at the navy yard and the naval base. They had one daughter, Linda Louise, in 1949.

In 1953, Bergen went to work for Colonial Stores, which sent him to Cincinnati in 1955. They moved into the Swifton Village apartments on Langdon Farm Road. When he and Louise separated in May 1958, she moved to an apartment in a different building of the same complex.

“We had been contemplating such a move,” he told police. “We wasn’t [sic] too satisfied with our apartment, and there were a lot of children in that building, and directly above us they were very noisy, of course. It wasn’t enough to actually make us up and move, but it had been discussed. Then she decided at first we would cut down to a one-bedroom apartment, being as I was going to leave, and they investigated the prices and the different apartments, and came up with this one, which was one floor higher, ten dollars a month cheaper and still had two bedrooms. So they decided on taking that one.”

Abbie Van Davier, Louise’s mother, lived with them off and on both in Norfolk and Cincinnati. During the summer months, she would take their daughter, Linda, up to a family farm in Pennsylvania for a month or two to visit with relatives.

When police asked him about his marital troubles, Bergen frankly took the blame, saying that it started while they were still living in Norfolk. He went out a lot and didn’t like going out with her. He played in a band off and on, but he went bowling a lot, sometimes joining a league every weeknight. “A lot of times she wanted to go, and I said, ‘No, I’d rather go alone,’ and that sort of thing,” he said. “A couple of times, I had dates with other individuals. Nothing that ever became serious.”

“In the meantime, she was just lonely,” he noted, and she apparently started seeing another man. The affair was the reason he accepted the transfer to Cincinnati when his company offered it. As far as he knew, she had been faithful since, but he had “vague suspicions.” Still, there was a lot of tension in the marriage and no sex. He moved out in May 1958, after he became interested in a waitress he met at the Sky Galley Restaurant, a divorcée named Edythe Klumpp.

“I became interested in her, you might say serious, and Louise finally asked me about it,” Bergen told police. “I told her that I was seeing her, and I thought that I wanted to leave, for her to get a divorce. We discussed that over a period of about a week or two, before I actually left. Finally, I just decided tonight’s the night…I started packing my things and started to leave.”

Abbie Van Davier and Linda went to Pennsylvania shortly after, leaving Louise alone in the apartment for the summer. Bergen said that he had no clue what she did with her time, although he said that if he were in the neighborhood, he would occasionally drive by the parking lot to see if she was home. “It was on my mind all of the time, what I was doing, what I had done,” he said. “How unfair it was to Linda, and I got to thinking more about Louise, and how wrong I really was.”

Although he left Louise so that he could be with Edythe, he started changing his mind by the end of the summer. Edythe started to sense his unease, sparking some tension between them. She started dropping hints, Bergen told police, that she knew who Louise was dating, and he tried to coyly get it out of her.

“You know Louise is going with somebody else,” she said when she saw him in a funk a few days before Louise disappeared.

“I know it,” he said. “There’s nothing wrong with that, doggone it. It’s my own durn fault. I can’t hold that against her.” Edythe gave him a cat-that-ate-the-canary look, he noted. “Oh, you don’t know who it is,” he said.

“I know somebody that knows her,” Edythe said.

“Who is this individual?” Edythe wouldn’t spill it, so he didn’t press it anymore, he said at the time.

Bergen did not see Louise all summer until she got back from Pennsylvania, he said, around Labor Day. She had gone there for a two-week vacation and to bring Linda and Abbie home. The week after Labor Day, Louise visited attorney Larry Eichel to begin divorce proceedings with a letter to Bergen requesting a meeting.

Around the same time he got the letter, Bergen was going to visit Mel Abrams at Stillpass when he spied Louise in a car with her boss, Charles “Chick” Haft; he followed them to the Rocking Horse restaurant. He left them there having lunch but was shaken and didn’t go in to see Mel. He knew that “it meant nothing, really. He [Chick] took the other girls in the office the same way. But he was still the one that kept coming up in my mind that she was seeing.”

Those two events intensified his second thoughts about divorcing his wife to be with Edythe. He took to randomly driving by Swifton Village on the off chance that he would catch Louise coming or going. It finally worked. They sat in his car and talked in the parking lot. “I told her I was pretty sure I wanted a reconciliation,” he told police, “but she did not actually say yes or no. She was just in between.”

“We talked quite a while as to how we actually got separated, not exactly who was at fault, [but] more or less how it came about and the fact that we didn’t get along for some time,” he added. “All the while I was trying to make her think I knew she was seeing someone, but I did not want to come out and ask her. I only surmised she did. I did ask her how she felt about this individual. She stated that she loved him and wanted to marry him and she did not know if he would get a divorce. There were children in the family and she did not want to get involved. She said they had to meet secretly. She didn’t like that.”

Louise said that Chick Haft let her drive the car to Pennsylvania to get her mother and daughter and gave her fifty dollars, telling her to bring him back a bottle of whiskey and keep the change. He told her that when she got back, it might be better to put the car in her name as people might be inclined to talk if she were using a company car. Louise said that she was planning to buy the car from Chick, but Bergen didn’t know if the title had ever been transferred.

Having broken the ice with the “chance” meeting, he felt secure enough to call her at work about a week later. They made arrangements to talk, and on a September Saturday afternoon, they sat in the car behind the apartment again and had generally the same discussion. Bergen told police that by this time, he was fairly well convinced that Louise was dating Chick Haft and that his chances for a reconciliation were dwindling. He mentioned the fifty-dollar bottle of whiskey and asked what her mother thought about that. She didn’t like it at all, Louise told him. She said that even though they were separated, her mother wouldn’t like her seeing other men until there was a divorce.

“She said, ‘If she had known Mr. Haft was in my apartment until a quarter of three in the morning, she would have a fit,’” Bergen said, “[but] she did not come out and say that he was the one she was seeing. Strictly assumptive on my part.”

Regarding the letter from her attorney, “I asked her if we could hold off and we could consider thinking about it more for a couple of months and she agreed to do that and promised to contact her lawyer.” She told him that she only started moving on it because it seemed that he and Edythe were getting serious and that he should marry her. She didn’t want to see Edythe get hurt.

DESPITE BILL BERGEN’S INTIMATIONS of a secret relationship between Louise and Chick Haft, the people who worked at Stillpass had quite a different perception.

Haft was a generous man with all of his employees, not just Louise, and seemed to have a genuine fatherly interest in Louise’s well-being. She, in turn, looked to him for fatherly chores. His interviews with the police expressed sympathy for her plight and a bit of bemusement at her naiveté. And he had an airtight alibi. On the evening of October 30, he was playing golf with four prominent businessmen.

Back in the early part of the summer, Haft had heard that Louise and Bill were separating and that she found out Bill had a girlfriend. Soon after, she came into his office with a beleaguered look on her face.

“Would you have any objections to a divorced woman working at Stillpass Transit Company?” she asked.

“No,” he assured her, but he advised her to not be in such a hurry to get a divorce unless she had a really good reason. “Do you have another man or something?”

“No, Mr. Haft,” she said. “You know better than that.”

“Well, you may as well remain married and maybe you can better yourself until it is time to get a divorce,” he said. “In the meantime you should stay married and maybe after a separation of 30 or 60 days you and Bill will go back together.”

“Let’s hope so,” she said.

When Bill moved out, he took the car with him and left Louise without transportation. It wasn’t far between Swifton Village and Stillpass Transit, but it was too far to walk and a complicated bus ride. Haft would give her a ride when he could, he said, and others working in the office and garage would do the same.

One day, one of Haft’s golfing buddies picked him up at work for a golf game. He gave Louise his keys, telling her to drive his car home and that he’d have his friend drop him off there when they were done. It was late when he got there, but he hadn’t had dinner yet. When she brought the keys down, he asked her if she was hungry. They went to a nearby restaurant, and it was after midnight when they got back to her apartment. He went up, and they talked until 2:00 a.m. Louise told a co-worker that he didn’t seem to want to go home and that she couldn’t get him to leave, but nothing untoward happened.

After a few weeks of Louise struggling with transportation, someone from a Ford dealership in Lockland brought her a car to test drive. She asked Mr. Haft to take a look at it for her and advise her if it was a good deal for $385.

“I drove the car out with her,” Haft told police. “We drove around the place a couple of times at noon one day and I advised her that I thought the price of it was a little bit too high and just to be patient and something would come along that would be more economical for her to buy.”

A few more weeks passed, and she still hadn’t found a car. Haft told her that she could use the old Oldsmobile. The car was eight years old and well used. Mel Abrams had been using it when he quit the company for a spell and had to return it to the garage. There was a lot going wrong with it, so Haft started driving it himself and gradually fixed things as he noticed them. When Louise left for vacation in late August, Haft told her that she could drive it to Pennsylvania if she thought it road-worthy.

When she came to return it, he said for her to keep it, noting that they’d work something out so she could buy it from him for $100. They never got around to doing the paperwork.

CHICK HAFT INTRODUCED LOUISE to Ann Tabar, a twenty-eight-year-old secretary at Fruehoff Trailer. Haft did a lot of business there and felt like Louise needed a good friend to help her through her separation and likely divorce, noticing that she had been moody, depressed and discouraged. He gave Louise and Ruth Walters, a part-time typist in his office, tickets for a girls’ night out on August 15 to watch the Cincinnati Reds play the Pittsburgh Pirates at Crosley Field. He thought it might help her get her mind off her troubles. He also gave two tickets to the office girls at Fruehoff Trailer, but only Ann could make it.

They ate at the Vernon Manor first, and after the game, they went to Stein’s Hideaway for “two or possibly three drinks,” Ann Tabar told police.

After that night, Louise and Ann spoke frequently on the phone and occasionally got together. On Friday, October 24, Ann met Ruth and Louise at Stillpass, and they took a long lunch at the Wigwam restaurant in College Hill. She and Louise each had a drink, and they chatted for an hour. On Tuesday, Louise called Ann at Chick Haft’s behest to invite her to an office furniture and equipment show that was at Music Hall all week.

Ann, who was also taking classes at the University of Cincinnati, said that Thursday was the only day she could go. “However, I have a 5:30 appointment out in Elmwood, and I don’t know how long it will take, but give me your phone number and when I get home, I’ll call you and we can make plans from there,” she told Louise. “I figure I should get home at 6:15.”

Ann actually called closer to 6:30 p.m. Abbie Van Davier said that Louise had not come home from work but had mentioned that she had plans to go to Music Hall. “She should have been home long ago,” her mother said. “She could be laid up at the office.”

So Ann called Stillpass and spoke to Kirk Tolford, who said that he thought Louise was going directly to Music Hall from the office. “I thought perhaps she may have gone shopping at the Swifton Center,” Ann told police. “So I ate dinner and waited. I had a phone call, and when I got through with the phone, I thought perhaps she may have tried to call me, so I called her home again.” She still wasn’t there.

“Perhaps she may have misunderstood,” Mrs. Van Davier said, “and went directly down to Music Hall.”

“I’ll go down and see,” Ann said. “It’s a big exhibition room, but I’ll try to see if I can find her, and if I do, I’ll have her call you, and if I get down there and don’t find her, I’ll call you.”

Ann got to Music Hall at about 8:00 p.m., but she was worried and office furniture was the furthest thing from her mind. It wasn’t very crowded, and since Louise was a tall lady and easy to spot in a crowd, Ann felt pretty confident that her friend was not there. She checked both entrances and then telephoned her mother to see if Louise had called there. She then called Louise’s house again to report in. Ann stayed at the show, spoke to some people she knew and then came home a little after ten o’clock, “quite upset.”

On Friday morning, she called Stillpass, and they told her that Louise wasn’t expected in until 8:30 a.m., as she was running office errands on her way in. Mrs. Van Davier called Ann at her office, saying that Louise did not come in all night. “I thought maybe she might have stayed at your house,” she said.

“No,” Ann said, “she certainly didn’t. If I had found her she would have called you like I told you.”

There were calls back and forth all morning among Louise’s mother, Ann Tabar, various people at Stillpass Transit and Bill Bergen, who first learned that Louise was missing when a frantic Abbie Van Davier called him at his office.

BILL BERGEN TOLD POLICE that he was so shaken that he didn’t know what to do when his mother-in-law called. His boss had been out of town with the comptroller since the previous afternoon, which meant that Bergen was in charge, so he went to his boss’s secretary, just to be able to talk to someone.

He first went to Stillpass Transit in the hope that Louise had turned up there. She had not, so he went into the garage to tell Mel Abrams what was going on. Abrams suggested that he call the emergency rooms to see if she had been in an accident. Bergen went back to his office to do that.

“Of course, I called General Hospital Emergency Service the first thing to see if there had been an accident,” Bergen said. He called Stillpass and spoke to Chick Haft, who told him to call the police, which he did. He also called Ann Tabar, and she repeated the story of Louise’s no-show at Music Hall.

He tried to get Ann to tell him who Louise was seeing, he said, but she said she wasn’t seeing anyone. When he asked directly if Louise had been seeing Haft, she said no. “Somewhere along the line she intimated she knew of Louise’s activities and would not tell,” he said. “[I] did not press the point.” That got him to thinking about Edythe and her letting on like she knew something about Louise’s love interests, so he called her.

“I want to ask you something, and I want an answer,” he said. “I don’t want no feeling [sic].” Bergen said that he was really mad when he made the call and didn’t try to hide it. “Do you know who Louise is going with?”

“Isn’t it Chick?” she said.

“Do you know it’s Chick?” he said.

“Well, you told me it was,” she said.

“I surmised that,” he said. “I didn’t say it definitely was.”

“You said you knew.”

“Do you know who?” he asked again.

“No, I don’t know anymore,” she said, “only that you mentioned him.”

Bergen then went to see his mother-in-law, who was beside herself with worry. She gave him all the details about what clothes Louise had been wearing when she left for work on Thursday. He wrote it all down: an olive green, two-piece dress; a tomato-red topcoat without buttons; a black pouch bag; and a black leather belt.

He first went to Golf Manor Police, not realizing that the village was not part of the city of Cincinnati. They directed him to the District Four station in Carthage. By then, close to noon, Bergen had filled out a blue form but hadn’t gotten a very encouraging response. “Under these circumstances, being that you are separated, we can’t do anything for 24 hours,” the sergeant told him. “I’ll take this information and if anything should come in that I can tie in with this, I will. You either call me or come back this evening.”

Bergen wanted to get to work because there wasn’t anyone else there, so after stopping at a bowling alley for a sandwich, he went back to the office and started calling hospitals again, going through the yellow pages one by one. He spent the night in his wife’s apartment, dozing in a chair with his feet up on a footstool. “I’m afraid I’ll miss the phone if it rings,” he told his mother-in-law when she brought him a pillow and blanket.

“I’ll hear it,” she said. “You know I’m not going to sleep.”

“Well, I’ll stay here anyhow,” he said. “Just in case. I didn’t even take my clothes off.”

The next day, Saturday, Bergen took Linda to a movie with her class from school. He went back to the office while Linda was at the movies and informed his boss of the situation before taking care of a few small tasks. He picked Linda up from the movies and then took her to the YWCA for a swimming lesson. Then he ran back to Mount Washington to change clothes until he had to pick Linda up again.

He decided to confront Edythe one more time about what, if anything, she knew about Louise’s love interests. “I’m going to ask you again,” he said. “Are you sure you don’t know any more about who Louise was seeing?”

Edythe cocked a little smile. “Well,” she began slowly, hesitantly. “You didn’t know this, but I saw Louise about two weeks ago. She called me and asked me to meet her.”

Bergen was flabbergasted but tried to keep a cool air. “Yeah, I thought so,” he said. “What was it all about?”

According to Edythe, Louise tried to get her to talk to Bergen about going ahead with the divorce or at least to not contest it. Edythe claimed that Louise told her a lot of intimate details about their lives together, Bergen recalled. “Louise told me how you used to go out a lot, going bowling several nights a week,” she told him. “That’s when she got lonely and started going around, running around with this fellow. She told me a little bit about this fellow she’s going with now,” she added, saying that Louise called him “a big hillbilly” who was very affectionate and wanted her to go away with him but didn’t want to take Linda.

“Of course Louise said no, she didn’t want any part of that,” Bergen said. “[I] just don’t understand Louise telling a person almost a stranger these things.”


EDYTHE

When Bill Bergen told police that he was married to Louise Bergen but living “as man and wife” with Edythe Klumpp, they wasted no time in making contact with the third side of the triangle.

At 8:30 p.m. on Tuesday, Patrolman Robert Dunbar, along with Cincinnati police detectives Eugene Moore and Wilbert Stagenhorst, went to 1751 Bloomingdale Avenue—a newly built brick bungalow on a quiet, dead-end street in Cincinnati’s bedroom community of Mount Washington—to see if Mrs. Klumpp had an alibi for the night Louise Bergen disappeared.

Edythe said that she left her home at about 5:00 p.m. that day and went to Swallen’s department store in Fairfax to look at bedroom furniture, staying about a half hour. After that, she came home for dinner and then went to teach her adult sewing class at Woodward High School. She had been teaching there for the past four years on a temporary certificate whenever the adult education program could not find an accredited teacher. She was running a little late and got there at about 7:15 p.m. She went straight to her classroom without checking in at the office as she usually did. Afterward, she came home and was there until Friday morning.

They asked Edythe to come to detective headquarters at 5:00 p.m. the next day for a formal interview and statement.

PEOPLE DESCRIBED EDYTHE KLUMPP in conflicting ways. Some thought her to be, as the Cincinnati Post reported, “a hard-working, frugal woman whose only aim in life was to make a good home for her children. Others described her as a nervous, calculating person whose only aim in life was to earn enough money for clothes, visits to the beauty parlor and good times.”

A former Lunken Airport employee said that Edythe would get “all dolled up” after her shift as a waitress at the airport’s Sky Galley restaurant and then come back into the bar and talk to friends. One of the airport officials suggested to the restaurant manager that it was unseemly for employees to be hanging around in the bar, even during their off hours. Edythe didn’t like that, the unnamed official told the Post. “She came raging up to my office and said she could kill me for what I’d done,” the official said. “I always thought her a very cold, calculating woman. A hard person.”

A young neighbor, a friend of Edythe’s sixteen-year-old daughter, Jill, told the Cincinnati Enquirer that everyone, even the Klumpp children, thought that Edythe was married to Bill Bergen. “A couple of weeks ago, I was at their home for dinner,” she said. “I noticed she had on a new ring, not the old wedding ring she used to wear. When I called her Mrs. Klumpp, one of her children told me I pulled a boo-boo.” The girl added that Edythe was more like another teenager than a mother. “She seemed to understand us.”

Other neighbors said that they barely knew her, as she always seemed to be working. When she first moved into the neighborhood four years earlier, she was “chubby,” acquaintances said, with mousy brown hair. She spelled her name then the more conventional way, “Edith,” rather than in the Old English style.

Edith Margaret Reis was born on January 15, 1918, in Cincinnati. Her father was Harry “Jack” Reis, a steam fitter and former professional ballplayer for the St. Louis Cardinals. Her mother’s name was Fann. Edith grew up in Cincinnati and graduated from Hartwell High School. Her parents moved to Elmwood Place during her senior year, so she moved in with a friend so she could stay at Hartwell until she graduated. She was active in sports, and upon graduating, she worked for the National Youth Association as a playground supervisor and assistant gym teacher.

In 1936, she married George Montgomery and quit her job when she got pregnant with Jack, their only child. At the time of the Louise Bergen murder, Jack was twenty years old and in the military, stationed at Vance AFB in Oklahoma.

In 1940, she and Montgomery divorced, and she got custody of young Jack. Montgomery did not pay child support, so Edith went back to work. Before the year was out, she would meet and marry Robert Klumpp, a printer by trade. Together, they had four children, two boys and two girls. One of the sons, the second born, died at six months old.

A few years into their marriage, the Klumpps started a foster home. The job required licensure by both the state and county, and the Klumpps were recognized as one of the outstanding foster families in Hamilton County. During the Second World War, she sometimes cared for as many as fifteen children.

Bob and Edith Klumpp built the house on Bloomingdale Avenue together, doing much of the work themselves, with Edith designing it herself. They scraped together money as they went along, drawing on a number of sources, including loans from her mother and at least two banks. The beginning of the end for the Klumpp marriage coincided with the 1952 move to their new Mount Washington home.

Because of the debt they had accumulated, Edythe (who was now using this spelling) went back to work. Her jobs included working as a clothing salesperson, a clerk for the State Highway Patrol, a waitress and—following in her mother’s footsteps—a sewing teacher. Except for the teaching, she didn’t have a good work record. She was fired from a clothing store for shipping blouses to herself and was reprimanded by the highway patrol for bad work habits and for causing friction with other employees. She had a good reputation as a teacher, however, attracting many return students, and she would on occasion have classes every evening of the week at different schools.

When Robert and Edythe divorced in August 1957, after seventeen years of marriage, they agreed to sell the house. Robert Klumpp would get $6,000 of the proceeds. Edythe listed the house with real estate agent Louise Fischer for $24,900, on the condition that Edythe make certain improvements, such as finishing the upstairs, tiling the bathroom and redecorating. None of this was ever done, however, so Fischer never advertised or showed the house. Bob Klumpp complained that Edythe had listed it too high to sell. In early October, a judge approved the house to be sold at a sheriff’s sale on December 29.

The Klumpps were active and regular members of the Norwood English Lutheran Church, where she taught Sunday school, was a co-advisor to the Lutheran League and president of the Mr. and Mrs. Club and sang in the choir. The Klumpp marriage, however, simmered with violence and discontent, and in 1956, Edythe went to the Hopkins & Hopkins law firm to begin divorce proceedings. Robert Hopkins was her primary attorney. His brother, William Foster “Foss” Hopkins, handled criminal cases, but he did some work on Edythe’s divorce case when his brother was out of town.

IN HIS INTERVIEW WITH the Cincinnati detectives, Bob Klumpp said that he and Edythe first started having marital troubles when she started running around on him. They hadn’t had a marital relationship since then, sleeping in different beds until the divorce.

Until she started running around with the other men, Edythe and the family had gone to church every Sunday and led an exemplary life. Bob Klumpp blamed Edythe’s behavior not only on the bad influence of the string of men she started dating but also on a young woman she knew from the Sky Galley who was part of a cadet program there. Bob only knew her as “Vickie.” She got Edythe to dye her hair blond and went with her to dances, where they would meet up with men.

Klumpp’s sister, identified only as Mrs. John Rogers in the Cincinnati Enquirer, said that Edythe went through a transformation after the family moved to Mount Washington, “from a dumpy woman to a good-looking one.” “She never used to spend money on her back [buy clothes], but shortly before she and Bob were divorced, she had her hair blonded [sic], bought up a lot of clothes and stood up straight,” she added. “She always had a good figure, but she needed to slim down.”

Mrs. Rogers said that Edythe was “always was the boss in the family” and that she worked hard at multiple jobs, often getting by on just a few hours’ sleep a night. “But after they moved to Mt. Washington, she began working as a waitress and she kept on teaching sewing classes. She did all that for money. Bob used to have to feed and bathe the kids while she was away. We knew she was running around. She was seen with other men.”

Police asked Bob Klumpp if he felt Edythe was “oversexed.” “She wasn’t oversexed until maybe here of lately, I guess,” he said. “She started working down at the Sky Galley [in September 1954] and started running around with a State Highway Patrolman, and I knew it. He left notes in her car and I told her, no, I wouldn’t let her run around with him.”

Edythe was also teaching four evenings a week, Mondays and Wednesdays at Hughes High School and Tuesdays and Thursdays at Woodward. She would take the car, and on many nights, she would not come home until 2:30 a.m. She had other boyfriends, including Fred Haste, a mechanic at the Ohio Highway Patrol garage in Carthage whom she met in 1955. He was nine years younger and was married eleven years, with one daughter and another child on the way. They first started going out to eat on her lunch hour and eventually started going to dances together or parking in Caldwell Park. Haste had the attitude that it was purely a casual sexual relationship, although Edythe would sometimes joke about them getting married.

That relationship sparked some drama in both marriages. They were going out for over a year before Sylvia Haste found out and called her rival on the phone, making sure she knew that Fred was married with children and to find out how long she had been dating her husband. Edythe told Sylvia that if she took better care of her husband, she wouldn’t be having troubles. She also said that if Sylvia would give Fred a divorce, she would marry him.

“If he wants a divorce, he can have it,” Sylvia said. “But I don’t believe in it because I’m Catholic. Naturally, I love him, but if he wants somebody else, I love him enough that he could have somebody else.”

A few days later, sometime in June or July 1957, Sylvia got a call from Bob Klumpp (although he said that she was the one who made the call), who seemed to know all about the situation. He told her that he’d been trying to catch Fred and Edythe together. The Klumpps separated that August. Sylvia and Edythe continued to have periodic conversations until sometime near the end of 1957. Edythe told her that she was seeing someone else, not Fred, and to stop calling her. So she did.

Klumpp said that his ex-wife had a temper—as did he. She once threw a milk bottle at him because he had caught her with another man the night before. The milk bottle cut him on the elbow, and he grabbed her and told her, “Don’t hit me!” As soon as he let go, she hit him on the chin and cut him enough that he had to get stitches. He also said she was an excellent liar: “She could look you straight in the eye and be lying to you.”

Their divorce proceedings included four or five appearances before a criminal judge when Edythe brought assault and battery charges against Bob. A report by a parole officer after the first arrest in November 1956 showed that the Klumpp marriage was rocky from start to finish and beyond.

The divorce became final in August 1957, and in March 1958, there were two more court appearances noted in Bob’s file. On March 25, charges of “abuse of family” were dismissed, and on March 29, he was fined eleven dollars and costs for assault and battery, presumably brought on by Edythe, but the file lacks any details of that appearance.

It was around that time that Bill Bergen walked into the Sky Galley restaurant after a flying lesson.


A SAVAGE TRIANGLE

Edythe Klumpp had worked at the Sky Galley restaurant at Lunken Airport for four years, mostly taking the noon lunch shift on weekdays and sometimes a Saturday breakfast and lunch. During her taped interview at city hall on the Wednesday evening following the discovery of Louise Bergen’s body, she told police that one Sunday afternoon in late February or early March 1958, she was filling in for a girl who called off sick when Bill Bergen came into the Sky Galley with some friends after his flying lesson.

“I didn’t really talk too much at that time,” she said. “As they were leaving they were talking about flying. There was a young girl with them who was taking flying lessons. Tom [the friend] was trying to talk me into flying.”

Three or four weeks later, she was filling in again when Bill came in with someone else, someone she didn’t know. “When he came in I was making coffee over behind a partition,” Edythe said. “He came over and said, ‘Where you been?’”

“I said, ‘Making coffee.’”

“He said, ‘No, I mean the last three or four weeks. I’ve been looking for you.’”

“I still did not remember him. Later, when I brought some coffee over he mentioned Tom and then I remembered where I met him. There wasn’t much conversation. I was busy. When he was ready to go, he wanted to know if he could call me some time. I said yes.”

He called her the next day at the Sky Galley. “He wanted to see me that night. I said I had a date and would be home at 10:30. He wanted to know if he could call then and I said yes,” she said. He called that night from a bar in Mount Washington and asked if he could come over. They sat and talked while they watched television. “I asked if he was married when he mentioned his little girl. He said, ‘In a way, but I won’t be for long. I’m getting a divorce.’ I figured the divorce was already filed, the way he said it.”

She asked him his age, and he said he was thirty-six. “I’m older than you,” she said. He said Tom told him that he thought she was around forty. Later, after they started talking about marriage, he got his pilot’s license and showed it to her. “I saw his birth date was 1928 and began figuring his age,” she said. “He got real white-faced and said he was going to tell me when we were married, that he was afraid I wouldn’t marry him if I knew he was that much younger.”

He called her several times the next day and came over again that evening. “He acted like he was interested,” she said. The third night, they went to a drive-in movie. After that, they were together almost every night, but he continued to live in the same apartment with Louise and his daughter. “I didn’t know he was living at his wife’s apartment at the time,” she said. When she found out, she asked, “How can you live there when you’re getting a divorce?”

He said it was because of financial reasons and noted that his mother-in-law lived there as a chaperone. He made it very clear that he was planning to leave his wife and that although they were still living together, their relationship as husband and wife had ended. Louise would tell Edythe the same thing before Bergen moved out of Swifton Village. By that time, according to both Edythe and Bill Bergen, Louise knew that they were going to marry and was all right with it.

The two women actually met on several occasions, mostly in passing, and Edythe said that there was never any animosity or bitterness. Bill had always told her that Louise was reserved and quiet, so Edythe didn’t expect her to be so friendly and open. In her interviews with police and during her trial testimony, Edythe said that she first met Louise in early May. Bill had loaned Louise his car so she could go to a funeral. Edythe picked him up from work that day, and they waited behind Swifton Village until Louise got back from the funeral home. Edythe and Bill were going to look at a house together and waited until Louise brought the car back.

“Bill introduced us,” Edythe said. “She said she was glad to know me and that she had been anxious to meet me. Then she went in the house.” A week or two later, Bill called Edythe early in the evening, telling her that he had packed his things to move into a room he had rented in Hyde Park. Afterward, he planned to come to her house. Louise called Edythe shortly after that and asked if Edythe could meet her by the Pasquale’s pizza parlor in Swifton Center. Edythe said that she wanted to wait for Bill to get there, but Louise was insistent.

They sat in the car and talked. Louise was friendly and polite but told Edythe that hearing Bill say goodbye to Linda started giving her second thoughts about his leaving. “Well, Louise,” Edythe said, “a couple of weeks ago you were in perfect accord that we were going to get married.”

“Yeah,” she said, “but when it came right down to him leaving, tonight I changed my mind.”

“Do you still love him?”

“I just don’t want to be alone,” Louise said, dodging the question. “I’d like to find a man I could love and who could love me and have a good life.”

“Why don’t you just go out and find one?” Edythe asked.

“It’s not so easy to do.”

“Well, Louise,” Edythe said, “I understood that you two were really broken up before I came into the picture.”

“Yeah,” she said. “That’s true.”

“Well, I didn’t really feel like I had stepped in then,” Edythe replied, thinking how Louise knew all about their plans to be married in the next year or so, had seemed excited about it and never said anything against it. “I’m not going to give up on Bill unless that’s what he wants.”

“I just wanted to let you know that I’m going to talk to him about it again,” Louise said.

“Well, it would have to be up to Bill,” Edythe said. “I won’t give him up unless that’s what he wants.”

“Okay,” Louise said. “I am going to talk to him again.”

Edythe gave her a ride home, and no more was said about it. Louise remained friendly and thanked Edythe for the ride. Bill, already at her house when she got there, seemed agitated. Louise had already called him and asked him to stop back by the apartment on his way home that night.

“He was a little upset because of Linda himself,” Edythe said. “He felt a certain responsibility to her. We were sitting there watching TV, and [Louise] called again about 12 o’clock. I called him to the phone, and I heard him say, ‘Well, when I get good and ready, I’ll be there.’” He left at 2:30 a.m. He later told Edythe that he saw Louise on the way home.

The next day, Bill asked Edythe to meet him for lunch. He told her that he was struggling with all the choices he had to make and all the possible ramifications and said that he wanted to take some time away from everything so he could think about it. Edythe told him that this would be a good idea and then reminded him that they had made plans to go swimming and picnicking with the Schaefers the Saturday of Decoration Day weekend. Bill said that he would do that and then spend some time on Sunday with Linda. The following week, he was supposed to go to Norfolk to take care of some things—maybe that time alone would help him sort things out, he thought.

They spent the Saturday of the Decoration Day weekend picnicking with the Schaefers as planned and took the young couple to see the house in Forest Park they had their eye on. “We called it ‘our’ house,” Edythe would later testify. “It was a new subdivision of houses going up and there were two of them we liked, and we more or less settled on this one. It was a little more expensive, but it had an extra bedroom [for her son Jack]. Every chance we had we’d go out there. The kids was [sic] planning the color schemes of their own room and Bill was planning how he was going to fix the basement and things.”

Bill stayed with Edythe that night. On Sunday morning, he talked about getting Linda and Louise and taking them out for the day but kept putting it off. “So after quite a while he finally left,” Edythe said, “and he was gone, oh, not even an hour. He came back looking real sheepish. He said, ‘I just couldn’t go through with it. Come on and get dressed. We’ll go out to the air show.’”

She drove him to the airport the next Tuesday, and he flew to Norfolk for the week. She kept his car while he was gone. He called her every night, told her how much he missed her and asked about her children. When he flew back to Cincinnati, he went straight to the Sky Galley. They went home together, Edythe said, and “he no sooner sat his suitcase down than he put his arms around me and said if there ever was a doubt in his mind, it was gone now. He would not leave me for any reason.”

On June 12, they were out driving around and stopped at Ault Park. “We hadn’t been talking too much about marriage,” she said. “He just came out and said, ‘Will you marry me?’ I said, ‘Don’t be silly. You are still married. You didn’t get a divorce yet.’ He suggested that we live together and when he got the divorce we would get married and no one would know it. We discussed it quite a while. Finally I said I would and he said, ‘Let’s set a date.’ I suggested June 21, but he couldn’t see waiting another week.”

The next day, he picked Edythe up from work. “The girls at work knew we were going to get married that day,” she said. “We went and got a ring.” It cost eight dollars. She didn’t put it on right away. “We went out to a show and had dinner, then after dinner we went up to Ault Park again because he wanted to go back there because that was the place we more or less made our plans so we went back there. He put the ring on my finger. We exchanged vows.”

Although he had rented a room where he kept his clothes, he spent most of his evenings and some of his nights at Edythe’s house. When they woke in the morning, Edythe would put some blankets on the sofa and pretend that she had slept there when the children woke up.

By June 14, they had given up that pretense and begun another: “We told everybody, my friends, that we got married,” Edythe said. While Bill lived at the Bloomingdale Avenue house, Edythe continued to pay all the expenses, with the understanding that the money he saved from his salary would go toward buying a home. They even looked at a few different houses and took friends to see them.

Edythe said that they had a happy summer living as though they were married. They’d take the children to the airport to watch the planes, or they’d play golf or shoot archery. They never argued, she said. On August 6, they took their delayed honeymoon to the resort at Spring Mill State Park in Indiana. “That’s what we were saving our dimes for,” she said. “Even the kids put their dimes in for the honeymoon.”

On Labor Day, they went on another picnic with the Schaefers at Winton Woods and stopped by their dream house again. As they were touring the subdivision, they found another house that they liked. Bill asked the owner about it, what the payments were like and so on, and then they started talking about getting a house like that one instead. “It was a split-level,” Edythe said. “I was more interested in the one-floor plan, but we kind of discussed it.”

After Labor Day and throughout September, however, Bill seemed to cool on her, Edythe testified, after getting the letter from attorney Larry Eichel. She said that she had cooled on him, too, because of his emotional struggle, even though she had gotten pregnant. “He’d call and say he was working late, and it didn’t seem likely and I figured maybe he was seeing Louise again.” She testified, “I asked him one time. I said, ‘Bill, is it between Louise and I or is there a third party?’”

“He said, ‘You don’t know, do you?’”

“I said, ‘No, I don’t care.’”

He said that maybe it would be better if he moved out. “What about me?” she said. “I’m going to have to quit work [on account of having a baby] and won’t be able to go back for a while.”

“You’ll make out alright,” he said.

“What do I tell my friends?” she said. “We just got married and now all of sudden we’re not? What about the children? They consider you their father.”

“Well, I have to think about Linda, too,” he said.

“Are you going back to Louise?” she asked.

“No,” he said. “I’ll go and get a room somewhere.” But he never did.

“He had a vacation coming up [toward the end of October], and I suggested when he had that vacation, he could just get away to himself then,” Edythe said. Their wedding plans weren’t off, exactly, but were certainly postponed.

A few weeks before Louise disappeared, in the middle of October, she called Edythe out of the blue and asked to meet again at Swifton Center. She was still smiling and friendly when they met, but Louise had quite a different agenda this time, Edythe said. Spending the summer alone had made her more settled about divorcing Bill, and she went to see a lawyer, who sent Bill a letter requesting a meeting. As soon as he got that letter, however, Bill came over and tried to talk Louise out of it or to at least wait a couple of months while he sorted things out.

“She told me that she definitely would not go back with Bill and that she was going to get the divorce,” Edythe would testify, “but she had promised him she would wait a couple months, and she wanted to know how we were getting along and I told her that I didn’t think I was going to stay with him either, that we were more or less drifting along…I had been finding different things out about him, and I figured either he was seeing Louise or someone else, and I asked her if she had seen him and she said she hadn’t.” She added, “I said I was just waiting for him to make up his mind what to do, really.”

Louise worried that if Bill contested the divorce, he might bring some married man into it, and Louise didn’t want to get him involved. Louise never said who it was, but Edythe guessed that she was talking about Chick Haft, her boss at Stillpass Transit—the man who had given her a car. But Louise confided that she’d met another fellow, who was single. “He’s a big ol’ hillbilly,” Louise said with a laugh. “But he’s very affectionate.”

Louise told Edythe she didn’t get to see him very much because he only came in on the weekends. Sometimes he came on Thursday, and she got to see a little more of him. “We went over to Walgreen’s and had a Coke,” Edythe said. “I made the remark while we were sitting there, ‘No one would ever believe this is wife No. 1 and wife No. 2’ because we were laughing and kind of cutting up and getting along real good.” She continued, “I told her I would stay with Bill awhile to see how things worked out, kind of let things ride, unless he definitely left, but I felt sure there was a third party now, being I knew he hadn’t seen her, and probably the reason he asked her to hold up the divorce was because he had met this third party and in that way it would be a good opportunity to marry me if she got a divorce.” Altogether, they spent about an hour together that day. Louise didn’t ask her to keep their meeting confidential, but Edythe never mentioned it to Bill.

Bill was supposed to take a vacation the third week of October, to go away by himself for a while and make up his mind about what he was going to do. But when Edythe asked him where he was going, he said, “I am not going anywhere. I am going to stay here.”

“What makes you think I want you to stay?” she asked. After that, she said, he started being sweet to her again, reminding her that there was a baby on the way. “Well, you weren’t that concerned about the baby before,” she said. “You said that I could get along. I can get along. I don’t need you. So don’t use that for an excuse to stay.” He reminded her of her own children. “Well, you didn’t think of them either in September when you were talking about going.” There was a lot of discussion that night, she said, a lot of coaxing and a lot of promises. Finally, they agreed to let things ride until Christmas because of the children and then “see how things stood.”

While Edythe never mentioned that anything was compelling her to settle up with Bob Klumpp, she said she was unclear about the partition suit between them but knew that something needed to be done. She contacted her ex-husband’s lawyer and told him she planned on selling the house. According to her testimony, the lawyer advised her to keep the house because she would never be able to find anything comparable considering her finances. “Why don’t you talk to Bob and ask him if he wouldn’t settle for less money?” the lawyer suggested. So she spoke to Bob, and he agreed to settle for $4,000 in cash instead of $6,000 via the suit.

Bill also thought it was a good idea to borrow the money to pay off her ex-husband instead of selling the house and suggested that they postpone the purchase of their Forest Park dream home. Because this took place the week he was supposed to have gone on a soul-searching getaway, “he kind of bent over backwards to be extra nice,” Edythe testified. “He didn’t go anywhere, except one day he went flying by himself.” He seemed to come to terms with leaving Louise and Linda and began to talk about a future with Edythe again.

As Edythe noted, “He said, ‘Let’s wait about a year or so and that way we would have more money saved and we would get a more expensive house, and let’s go ahead and make a loan on this one and pay Bob off’ because that had to be settled right away, and then in the meantime, we could save more money while we were at it.” She said Bill was perfectly willing to put his name on a loan to borrow $9,000 on the house instead of selling it. “He said, ‘We might as well make it out in Bergen, because we are going to get married anyhow. There would be no point in making it out in Edythe Klumpp and changing it to Edythe Bergen later.’”

On the morning of October 30, Edythe was getting ready to take her mother on some errands when the bank called and told her that the loan was approved pending a check of Bill’s credit reference. She would have to set a time for her, Bob and Bill to sign the documents.

Six Girl Scouts came to Edythe’s house at 4:00 p.m. for an hour of sewing lessons, she told police. Just before they left, she called Bill to see if he would be home for supper, but he said he had stuff to do at the office. She told police that she went to Swallen’s department store in Fairfax to look at bedroom sets for girls. The Chevy didn’t start, so she was out there fooling around with it when the phone rang. She let her daughter Jill answer it. It was Bill, but Jill thought that Edythe had already left. The car started then, and Edythe went on to Swallen’s, where she looked at bedroom sets and toys. She didn’t buy anything. She got home at about 6:15 p.m. and tried to return Bill’s call, but he had already left the office.

Edythe said that she got to Woodward High School at 7:10 p.m., and because she was late, she went straight to the classroom instead of checking in at the office. When she got to the classroom, she realized that she needed her attendance report and started to go back downstairs; one of the girls had just been to the office, though, and had picked it up for her. A few minutes later, one of the other teachers stuck her head in the door and said, “Oh, you’re here, huh? They just told me to come over and bring your girls over to my class because you weren’t here.”

Edythe said she went to the office at 7:20 p.m. to let them know she was in. Her students and the other teachers would confirm most of Edythe’s story, but they put her arrival time at closer to 7:30 p.m. Everyone reported that she seemed as calm and normal as ever that night. Her repeat students who had previously known her as Mrs. Klumpp now called her Mrs. Bergen, and her freshest students didn’t know her by any other name.

Mary Riesenberg thought Edythe was “a wonderful person”; she had brought in clothes that her children had outgrown and was a good sewing teacher. Mary would consider her a friend except that they never did anything socially together. In fact, she and Judy Kimmey had called Edythe up during the summer to see if she would be teaching again because they would sign up for the class if she were. “We learned so much from her and she treated us so nice,” Judy said. When she or Mary would slip up and call her “Mrs. Klumpp,” she would not answer. “She wanted to be called Bergen,” she said. “So we did.”

ON MOST THURSDAYS, JILL Klumpp would take Edythe to Woodward High School and drop her off. Bill would pick her up at 9:45 p.m. when class let out, and then they’d go back to Mel’s for a little while. Since she drove herself on that particular Thursday, Edythe called the Abrams house from the school office to see if Bill had left there yet to come and get her. He hadn’t, as he had seen her car at the school when he drove past earlier, but he was getting ready to leave. He told her that she should go on home and that he’d see her there. He was home by 10:15 p.m., and they stayed in and fell asleep in front of the television, Edythe told police. At 2:00 a.m., they woke up and went to bed.

On a normal Friday morning—or any other weekday—Jill would take her mother’s car to pick up Kila Schaefer and her two children. She’d take Mrs. Schaefer back to Mount Washington, where she met her ride to go downtown to work, and then take the two children back to Bloomingdale, where Edythe would babysit them for the day. Jay was four years old, and the baby, Jeffrey, was eighteen months.

But on Friday, October 31, it was Edythe who drove to the Schaefer house in the morning. She took the children home at about 5:50 p.m., a little later than usual but not conspicuously so. Their father noticed that Jeffrey’s snowsuit was wet. Edythe apologized, saying that she had washed her car seat and thought that it would have been dry by then. She also apologized if they smelled like smoke, as she had been burning leaves, but Mr. Schaefer didn’t notice any odor.

When asked about that day by the police, the older boy, Jay, said that he went for a long ride with a bunch of toys and that he saw a boat. He couldn’t remember anything about a fire.

Edythe told police a different story: she was babysitting the children at her home, and Bill called her from his office at about 10:00 a.m. He was excited and talking very fast, asking about whether Edythe knew who Louise was dating.

“What’s the matter?” Edythe asked.

“Nothing,” he said. “I just wanted to know.”

Edythe said that she was completely in the dark about what he was going on about. After two or three more frantic phone calls, he finally leveled with her: “Louise is missing.”

“Did she take Linda with her?” Edythe asked. He said no. Late that afternoon, between 4:30 p.m. and 5:00 p.m., Bill called Edythe from the Swifton Village apartment, telling her that he was going to stay there with Linda until they had found out what happened to Louise.

Toward the end of Edythe’s interview, detectives asked her if she had any thoughts about who might commit such a “nasty crime” against Louise Bergen. Edythe surmised:

The only thing I can figure out is that she met someone and they went out, you know, just met them on a date…If I were making an opinion, I don’t even like to say, but if I have to say something, I would say it would be this fellow that she said came on weekends. Sometimes she said he came in on Thursday night…Maybe there was an argument or something. She did mention that when she talked to him about it that he wanted her to go away with him but he wouldn’t take Linda…That’s why when Bill said she was gone, I said, “Did she take Linda?” I mean, it seemed funny that she would go away like that without taking Linda.


POLYGRAPHS

The Ohio Highway Patrol and the detectives of the Cincinnati Police Department continued to work together on the case, alongside Don Roney, chief investigator for the office of Hamilton County prosecutor C. Watson Hover.

There was a professional difference of opinion about what angle to pursue. Highway patrolman Robert W. Dunbar was mostly suspicious of Edythe Klumpp, while the Cincinnati detectives believed that having eliminated Chick Haft, they should look for the mysterious weekend “hillbilly” lover and learn more about Bill Bergen—or perhaps look for another man they didn’t yet know about.

Dunbar’s suspicions were based on psychology as much as hard evidence. He pored over criminology textbooks and learned that in four out of five cases in which victims’ bodies were cremated, it was a woman who lit the fire. “I searched for every case I could find where fire was applied to the human body,” he said. While the other detectives focused on finding the Thursday-night boyfriend or some other man in Louise Bergen’s life, Dunbar was pretty sure that it would be a woman. “The female is the hardest to arouse to anger,” he said. “But once aroused, she is the most violent.”

In his report, Dunbar revealed the results of a consultation with the resident psychiatrist at Longview State Mental Hospital regarding what type of person would commit a crime of this nature (clubbing then burning a human body). The doctor said that it appeared the murderer was not trying to inflict pain by fire as the person had already been killed by other means. But a person who would burn a corpse would lack humane feelings and would likely be conceited, self-centered, have a god complex and be overly proud of any accomplishment. The crime suggested someone “methodical and an accountant type.”

Pursuing the other angle, Dunbar and a team of detectives attended a “safety breakfast” that Stillpass Transit hosted for its drivers. Dunbar and Cincinnati police interviewed each driver about his whereabouts on the day of the crime. The report didn’t say how many men this included, but the police took their pictures in groups of six.

Dr. Frank Cleveland’s continuing investigation found that the saturation levels of carbon dioxide in Louise’s blood indicated that she was alive when burned. There was 17 percent carbon monoxide saturation. Smoking a cigarette would give 9 percent; 40 percent would be fatal. He also said that the accelerant used on the body was definitely gasoline and that the victim had soot in her lungs, indicating that she was breathing when the fire started.

Charles Friend of Clarksville, a small town near the state park, brought in a pair of glasses that he had found on the side of the road near Cowan Lake. The frames had been broken and repaired, and one of the lenses had popped out and was lying nearby. Dunbar took the glasses and some shoes found near the same spot and showed them to Bill Bergen and Abbie Van Davier. They were not able to identify the shoes, but her mother recognized the glasses, pointing out where Louise had glued them back together. She had pictures of Louise wearing those frames.

Meanwhile, at police headquarters, Detectives Wilbert Stagenhorst and Eugene Moore interviewed John Kellum, the former Stillpass dispatcher whom Mel Abrams said he saw riding around with Louise one night. Kellum admitted to kissing Louise and being infatuated with her. He said that she was very cautious about dating because her grounds for divorce were adultery; she wanted a divorce on her terms, not her husband’s. Kellum said that he was home with his wife and family on Thursday.

Bill Sheridan, the man who tipped the OHP on the identity of its burned corpse, gave a recorded statement. His employer, Procter & Gamble, was a major client of Stillpass Transit; he was there a lot, and Louise would often go to P&G on errands. He had lunch occasionally with Louise but could not say anything about her personal life; he also did not know anything about whom she was dating.

The other tenants at 1870 Langdon Farm gave only spotty anecdotes about Louise’s love life. A tall, thin, young, good-looking, curly-haired blond fellow had been by, said one neighbor. Mrs. Williams and her two teenage daughters across the hall on the third floor said that they had sometimes heard a man’s footsteps going into Louise’s apartment but had never seen her with anyone. They said that she talked a lot about her boss, Chick Haft, and that Louise went out from time to time, but never very late.

Detective Moore went to see Mrs. Van Davier again, spending more than an hour with her. He got nothing.

“The mother is old and bordering on senility,” Dunbar wrote in his report. “She is either holding something back to keep from running down her daughter’s name or else she just doesn’t know anything.”

BOB KLUMPP TOLD POLICE that since the divorce, and after the restraining order she had issued against him was finalized, his meetings with Edythe were contentious, so he got most of his information about her activities from their children when he would pick them up on Saturdays. But just before this business with Louise Bergen started, sometime in early October, Edythe suddenly turned nice toward him. “I was ready to drop over dead” in surprise, he told police. Although she never told him directly that she and Bill Bergen were married, during this period of congeniality, she once mentioned in passing that Jan, the youngest son, was “real good” with Bill when they first got married.

Of course, he said, there was a motive: “She wanted to know if I would [sell her my share of] the house for $4,000. I said, ‘Okay, go ahead and get it over with. I’m getting tired of it.’ She told me Bill was going to leave in a couple of weeks anyhow.” Bob Klumpp told police that he didn’t believe that Edythe and Bill were really married. “It felt kind of funny,” he said. Bob also told Stagenhorst that he used to take the family up to Cowan Lake to go swimming quite a bit, perhaps six times altogether.

After that interview, Dunbar and Stagenhorst decided to talk again to Edythe. She seemed more nervous than before but offered no additional information, simply repeating the story of her activities on the evening of October 30 in almost exactly the same words.

Her car, a 1956 Chevrolet, was parked in the street in front of the house. Stagenhorst asked for the keys. “We observed that the trunk had recently been cleaned,” Stagenhorst would later testify. Stuck between the front seat bench and back was a bobby pin that appeared to have some kind of matter in the open end of it, like a chip off a tooth or broken bone. “In holding it up to the light, why, we saw a slight reddish cast to it,” Stagenhorst said. “We placed it in a cellophane bag and returned the keys to her.” They took it straight to Dr. Cleveland without telling Edythe what they found. At first, Dr. Cleveland didn’t believe this was human flesh or a tooth, but testing proved that it was indeed a “bony substance” from a human with type A blood, the same as Louise Bergen.
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Edythe’s 1956 Chevy. University of Cincinnati Archives.

Dr. Cleveland finished his examination of the body on November 14 and released it for burial, keeping portions of the skull for evidence. He said that the weapon used to crush her skull was likely a smooth piece of metal, about one inch wide. The skin was not broken, so it could not have been square, rough or pointed. It was most likely a tire iron or a piece of pipe. She had another blow at the base of the skull that, based on how the bone fragments went into the brain, would have happened while the body was lying down.

That afternoon, police started conducting polygraph tests on some of the key people in the case. Cincinnati patrolman William Berry administered the first test to John Kellum. He again said that he was in love with the victim at one time and that Louise said she wanted to marry him; he claimed that she told him she was unhappy with her home life and believed that her husband was running around. Kellum had not seen her for some time, but he did talk to her on the phone. Berry said that he was telling the truth.

Mel Abrams also “ran a clear chart,” confirming Bill Bergen’s activities on the night of October 30.

When Bill Bergen arrived, he appeared outwardly calm, but he was too nervous for the test to be effective, so they asked him to come back to try again at 8:30 a.m. on the eighteenth. Edythe Klumpp was scheduled to take her test at 1:00 p.m. that same day.

On Monday, November 17, Stagenhorst called Dr. Cleveland to talk more about the possible causes of the wounds on Louise Bergen’s head. Stagenhorst wanted to know if the “small diameter pipe” could be the barrel of a gun. Dr. Cleveland said that it could.

Stagenhorst called Bill Bergen and found that he owned two guns, a rifle and a handgun, both of which were used for target shooting. They were at the house on Bloomingdale Avenue. Stagenhorst went straight there, and Edythe gave him the guns. The detective sent them to Kettering Crime Laboratory for examination. He also went to the Swallen’s Retail Outlet in Fairfax, where Edythe said she had been window shopping for furniture at the time Louise Bergen went missing. He described Edythe Klumpp to a clerk and a manager, and neither said she sounded familiar. They told him that the five o’clock hour is usually pretty slow and that they didn’t remember anyone being in the store at that time.

At 8:30 a.m. on November 18, Bill Bergen retook the polygraph test. Patrolman Berry interviewed him for thirty minutes. Then Dunbar, Moore, Stagenhorst and Roney interviewed him for forty-five minutes after that. This time, the tests showed that he was telling the truth and had “no guilty knowledge” of his wife’s death.

Bergen said that he moved out of the apartment where he was living with Louise on the Wednesday before Decoration Day, May 29, 1958. He took a room on Edwards Avenue but ended up just keeping his clothes there and spending most of his time at Edythe’s house in Mount Washington. On June 14, he moved in with her. Bergen also revealed that the reason he moved in with Edythe and pretended to be married to her was because she said she was pregnant. He believed her at the time but had since concluded that she had lied to him and concocted a pregnancy to keep him from going back to Louise.

Shortly after he moved in, Edythe told him that she had a miscarriage. When he told her he was planning on going back to Louise, she got very excited and nervous and fainted. But he couldn’t make up his mind, and so he stayed with Edythe. When the fall came, she told him she was pregnant again. Under the pressure of having a new child, Bill and Edythe, under the names of Mr. and Mrs. Bergen, applied at the Fidelity Savings and Loan Company for a $9,000 loan on the house on Bloomingdale. They planned to use $5,000 to pay off the existing mortgage and the remaining $4,000 to reimburse Robert Klumpp for his share.

But Bill was still planning to go back to Louise, he said, “if she would have me…The only thing holding me up was the pregnancy. [I] just didn’t know how to go about it.”

Despite Edythe’s claim that she wasn’t under any financial stress, Bergen told police that she was living hand-to-mouth, usually buying her family’s evening meal with tip money on the way home from the restaurant.

The interviewers asked Bergen about the possibility that Edythe Klumpp killed Louise. He said that she appeared to be using pregnancy as a trick to get him to marry her. Money and security would be the motive, Bergen said. Regarding the guns—particularly the pistol, which tested positive for having traces of blood on the barrel and butt—Bergen said that Louise bought the pistol from Mel Abrams and gave it to him as a Christmas present in 1956. Bill kept it wrapped in an unlocked dresser drawer and kept the bullets in the trunk of his car, a safety precaution on which Edythe insisted.

At 10:00 a.m., Edythe called city hall to cancel her appointment. Stagenhorst spoke to her. She said she wasn’t feeling well, she didn’t have anyone to watch the children and she could not get in touch with her mother. Bergen told police that she had said the same thing that morning and added that if they asked about her, he should tell them that she was sick and about to have a miscarriage.

Stagenhorst asked Bergen to make arrangements to watch the children while Edythe came in for the test. At 1:00 p.m., Dunbar and Roney drove him to Edythe’s house. Edythe then followed them back to city hall in her car. The police by then had interviewed some sixty-four people and were pretty sure they had their perpetrator.

During a break in the testing, shortly after 2:00 p.m., Stagenhorst asked for her car keys. He, Dunbar and Roney gave the Chevy another thorough going-over, this time with a twelve-volt light they plugged into her cigarette lighter. They listened to the interrogation over a receiver.

They saw noticeable specks on the upper upholstery, none very large. They were dark brown and looked like dried blood. The spots were concentrated on the ceiling above the driver’s side and along the door panel on the left side. The front seat looked noticeably cleaner than the rest of the car. The spots on the ceiling showed evidence of having been cleaned with some type of fluid, probably a spot remover. The back seat showed no evidence of blood, but it was dirty and had particles of broken glass.

Dunbar checked the trunk again and noted that it was exceptionally clean for a car trunk. The tire wrench was in its proper place behind the spare tire on a rubber mat. When Dunbar picked it up, it left a fresh rust outline. The wrench also had a coating of fresh rust. At 3:00 p.m., Dunbar had the car towed to Kettering Crime Laboratory to test the spots in the overhead upholstery. They were indeed human blood, so Dunbar had them cut the upholstery out to test it for blood type. The tire tool gave a weak response to human blood, as if it had been washed.

The polygraph examination ended at 4:00 p.m. Berry concluded that Edythe Klumpp was lying and knew something about Louise Bergen’s death. His report noted that “her denials were weak and she appeared to be stalling for time, trying to think.”

Moore would testify that he and Stagenhorst went to Edythe at 5:00 p.m. and told her that they knew she was lying about the death of Louise Bergen. Berry explained the results of the polygraph test, and the detectives “confronted her with the fact that blood had been found in her automobile…We pressed her for an explanation as to how blood could be found in her automobile or why blood in such quantities was in her car. We told her it was Type A blood, the type blood of Louise Bergen.”

“Oh, I remember now,” she said after fifteen minutes of repeated denials. “The last time I met Louise at Swifton Shopping Center, we started to get out of the car to get a Coca-Cola in Walgreen’s and when she slid under the steering wheel, she dropped her purse and when she started to pick up her purse, she bumped her head and had a nosebleed.”

The detectives pointed out that blood spots had been found on the upholstery above her, above the windshield in a splattering effect, and told her that a nosebleed would not splatter upward. “Blood couldn’t be on the ceiling of my automobile,” she insisted, “I did try to clean off some malted milk spots. One of the kids spilt some malted milk sometime back and I attempted to remove the spots with carbon tetrachloride.”

They continued to press her, accusing her directly of killing Louise Bergen. “How could I have killed her?” she protested. “How could I have gotten to Cowan Lake and back? How could I have taught school that night? I would have panicked about it because I would have to act normal in class. I did not kill her. I am not lying.”

At 6:00 p.m., Dunbar had the car taken to the police station garage to be fingerprinted, photographed and inspected under brighter lights. There were no fingerprints, but they found small traces of blood almost everywhere—on the steering wheel, the dashboard and the air vents. Dunbar called headquarters, where Edythe was being questioned, to advise them.

At about 6:30 p.m., Stagenhorst told her that she should consider herself under arrest. “We continued the same line of interrogation, pointing out the discrepancies in her story, the blood in the automobile, the ridiculous statement that Louise Bergen had a nosebleed in her car and she continued to deny that she had any knowledge of this crime,” he said.

Dunbar noted that “most of the information obtained from Edythe had to be drug [sic] out of her. She would not offer any details and it was very obvious that she was not telling the truth.” Even while the questioning continued, Dunbar began arranging for first-degree murder warrants against Edythe Klumpp in both Clinton and Hamilton Counties.

At 8:00 p.m., Edythe requested to see her children. They told her they would take her home soon, but they wanted to make sure they had the story clear. “I can’t think,” she said. “I can only think of my children.” They let her sweat in the silence. After a long moment, she finally said, “I know how Louise met her death.”

“You know how the body got to Cowan Lake?” Moore asked. She said she did.

“Was there anyone else involved?” She said there was not.

“I want to see Bill,” she said.

“I want you to tell us the details of how her body got burned.”

“If I can talk to Bill, I will tell,” she said. Moore left the room and summoned Bergen to city hall. When he got back, Stagenhorst was showing Edythe the photos of the burned body. At 9:00 p.m., Roney brought Bill Bergen into the interrogation room. Stagenhorst and Moore were both there.

“I did not kill Louise,” she said.

“Go over there and let him put his arms around you,” Roney said. “He’ll stand by you.”

Edythe got up and went to Bill. “They said you wouldn’t stand by me,” she said.

“You know better than that,” Bill said as he held her. “Just tell the truth.”

“You won’t believe this,” she said in a low, faltering voice as he led her back to her chair. “It’s fantastic.” He sat across from her and took her hand.

“If it’s fantastic,” he said, “I will try to understand. Just tell the truth. These policemen, these officers, all they want to know is the truth.”

“I received a phone call from Louise at about ten minutes ’til five,” she began in a broken, halting voice. Edythe said that Louise Bergen accidentally shot herself with her own gun.


A GOOSE CHASE

After Edythe Klumpp spilled her guts to Bill Bergen in the presence of police investigators, she asked again to see her children. With Colonel Henry Sandman’s permission, the detectives took the unusual step of accompanying an arrested prisoner under a murder charge back to her home to say goodbye to her family.

“She also stated that she wanted to lie to her mother because she didn’t want to get her mother unduly upset,” Detective Eugene Moore would testify. “She knew at this time that her mother was in her home watching her children, and arrangements were then made to take Edythe Klumpp to her home.”

“She said her mother had a heart condition,” Wilbert Stagenhorst would testify. “She was afraid her mother might hear a news broadcast and it might kill her. She said, ‘I want to speak to my mother. I will tell her I am not involved. I will have to come back down there and answer some more questions, but she shouldn’t worry. She is concerned about my children.”

Ohio highway patrolman Dunbar accompanied Stagenhorst, Moore and the prisoner to Bloomingdale Avenue. “At that time her mother was there and became quite excited demanding to know why she was being kept down at the station all day and generally causing quite a bit of trouble,” Dunbar wrote in his report. “Edythe told her that she was not involved in anything but there were still some facts that she had to clear up and she would go back to the station with us.”

While Edythe gathered up a toothbrush and some other personal items, the detectives went down into the basement and found a gas can. Edythe confirmed that it was the one she used to buy gas to pour on the body of Louise Bergen. They continued to question her when they got back to the station, trying to sort out the lies from the truth.

“I told her we did not believe her story about Louise having a gun,” Moore testified. “I told her we did not believe her story about Louise Bergen calling her on the telephone at ten minutes to five. I pointed out to her that on this day Louise Bergen had an engagement that she fully intended to keep, and that it was highly improbable that she would be calling her to make another engagement. I told her that there were many things in her story that were not true and urged her to tell us the truth, the real facts as to what happened.”

At about midnight, Clinton County prosecutor George Schilling and Sheriff Floyd Foote both came to Cincinnati Central Station and listened to the interrogation on the monitoring system. When Edythe continued to insist that Louise had been shot in the head, Moore called Dr. Cleveland to come and explain to the prisoner that the injuries to the body in no way matched her narrative, that the lines of the fracture could not have possibly happened from her head striking the ground when Edythe pulled her from the car and that there was no trace of a bullet or bullet wound.

Moore asked her if she had hit Louise with the gun. “I may have hit her over the head,” she said. “I don’t remember.” Dr. Cleveland immediately went back to the Kettering Crime Laboratory, X-rayed the victim’s skull and found two metal particles in the head. He decided that he wanted to go over the rest of the victim’s body more thoroughly, but it had been released that afternoon and was on its way to Pennsylvania. Dunbar used the Ohio Highway Patrol system to track down the train, which had already left and was due in Columbus at 2:00 a.m., and make arrangements to return the body to Hamilton County.

At 1:10 a.m., now November 19, Edythe began writing out the story of Louise Bergen’s death in her own hand. There was one more field trip that night, to Caldwell Circle at 2:30 a.m., where Edythe pointed out the location of the shooting.

News of her arrest made the morning headlines, although the story was scant on any details of the crime. The afternoon Post quoted extensively from her handwritten confession but had also spoken with Bill Bergen. He called himself “the man in the middle” and immediately threw his lover (whom he called “an extremely nervous woman”) under the bus. “I’m glad it’s over,” Bergen said. “I knew all the while police had me down as a suspect. I never thought she would do anything like this.”
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Edythe’s booking photos. Cincinnati Police Department.

That afternoon, he told an Enquirer reporter that he didn’t know whether he loved Edythe or not but that he would certainly never have married her. He claimed that he was trying to reconcile with his wife when she was slain. In follow-up interviews with police, Bergen seemed to be careful to keep some distance between himself and Edythe’s incredible story, saying, for instance, that he was a sound enough sleeper that Edythe could have slipped out in the middle of the night of October 30 without his knowing. But he also said that he called Edythe at home between noon and 1:30 p.m.; Edythe said that she didn’t get back from Cowan Lake until 2:00 p.m.

After being fingerprinted and photographed in the early morning hours of November 19, Edythe Klumpp went to Cowan Lake in the custody of Detectives Stagenhorst and Moore. They set out from city hall at 8:50 a.m. and were met at the scene at 10:45 a.m. by Clinton County officials from the Prosecutor’s and Sheriff’s Offices, including Sheriff Floyd Foote, and several Ohio highway patrolmen.

After another thorough search of the scene, a caravan of ten cars paraded down the country highways under the direction of Edythe Klumpp. She still had not spoken to an attorney. She and the police differed on how resolutely she asked for one.

“Edythe Klumpp showed us how she drove down this road and pointed out the charred spot in this heavy grass where the body had been burned. She showed us how she backed in, how she left,” Moore said. “We then asked her if she could show us where she threw away the eyeglasses and the shoe. She said she thought she could.” Dunbar called it “a feeble attempt.”

“She also maintained that she had thrown the gun out along Highway 22 along a field,” the patrolman said. “We went down toward Cincinnati from Clarksville Road for about two miles and almost every field Edythe would state that it was probably the place she threw out the gun. It was fairly certain that she was lying about the gun. She was being given every break possible.”

She took them through Clarksville and then had them turn around again and go the other way. She showed them where she thought she had thrown the shoes, but they could not find the missing one. She pointed to several fields that might have been the one where she had thrown the gun, but they all looked alike. When they got to Morrow, she had them turn around and go back toward Clarksville again. Finally, she pointed to a large field and said, “I believe this is the one.”

“At that point,” Moore testified, “several State Troopers [and] my partner Detective Stagenhorst searched the area along the fence way where she said she had thrown the gun. Of course, we found no gun.”

“We started from one end of the field to the other,” Stagenhorst said. “We had these seven or eight patrolmen a matter of two feet apart, and very carefully we walked from one end of the field to the other looking for the gun. As they were walking along slowly, I would walk back and forth in the rear of them to look over the areas that they might have missed. As I got towards the car, she would be smiling at me and I would continue on.”

“She was sitting in the automobile, and I had some conversation with her at that point,” Moore said. “I told her that we did not believe her story, that we knew we were on a wild goose chase, that we were certain that we had the gun involved in our possession, that it was the gun recovered in her home on the 17th, a gun that belonged to Bergen. She denied this, and about 11:30 or shortly thereafter, we started back to Cincinnati.”

When Stagenhorst got back in the car, he said, “Edythe, you are lying about that gun. You know darn well that gun was not in that field. Every time I stopped and looked at you, you were smiling. I know exactly what you were thinking about. You were thinking, ‘He will never find that gun in that field.’ Isn’t that true?” She started to shake her head. “Now look, don’t shake your head anymore,” he said. “Every time you shook your head, you lied to us and we prove you lied. Now I want you to tell us in your own words that gun was not in the field.” She said nothing else, but Stagenhorst continued to talk while Moore drove them back to Cincinnati. “I explained to her about ballistics and how bullets can be identified through microscopic examination,” he said.

Dunbar followed behind them, and they all stopped at the Howard Johnson’s for lunch. They told Edythe that they would not talk of the case while they were eating, giving her a chance to chew on more than her food. As soon as they got back in the car, Stagenhorst started up again: “Tell us the truth about the gun.”

“If I answer that question, you will ask others,” she said. “What will they think about me?”

“You are only putting yourself in the worst possible light by lying to us,” Stagenhorst said. “I could tell by the look on your face that you knew we were on a wild goose chase.”

As they approached the outskirts of the city, she finally said, “It was Bill’s gun. I took the gun with me.” She said that she wanted to learn how to shoot on her own so that Bill Bergen would be surprised that she remembered the lesson he had given her. So, on the Tuesday before she met Louise Bergen for what would be the final, fateful time, she had taken Bill’s gun from the drawer and four shells from his car trunk, unbeknownst to him, and had practiced loading the gun in her backyard. She then went down to the riverbank and fired the gun three times.

When they got back to city hall at about 2:00 p.m., they had her repeat this for Colonel Sandman, and she amended the written statement she had made the night before. While she was engaged in that task, Foss Hopkins knocked on the door and asked if he could see his client. Colonel Sandman said they were still talking to her, but he could sit in if he wished.

Hopkins said, “No, I will wait until you are finished” and asked how long it would be. Colonel Sandman said it would be about fifteen minutes. Hopkins retired to the hallway until they finished and then went in to see his client.


“ANOTHER CASE ON MY HANDS”

When noted Cincinnati criminal lawyer William “Foss” Hopkins met with his client for the first time after her arrest, he offered her a cigarette.

“I don’t smoke,” she said. She looked tired but nervous. Although she wasn’t happy with the way the Hopkins brothers’ firm had handled her divorce, criminal law was Foss Hopkins’s specialty. At sixty years old, Hopkins had defended more than 250 murder cases, and only two of those clients were sentenced to death. Just a year earlier, he had defended a high-profile client who had confessed to and filmed a reenactment of the murder of a Cincinnati socialite and earned a remarkable, headline-grabbing acquittal.

Indeed, earlier that afternoon, he had addressed a lunch meeting of the Hamilton County Bar Association on the subject “Crime Pays” at the Netherland Hilton, one of Cincinnati’s finer hotels. He told his colleagues that he learned his technique for defending clients by studying other famous criminal attorneys. By combining their methods, he developed his own.

One of those techniques, he said, was to “waive examination in Police Court and wait until the client gets to the county jail. Then we talk to him with my secretary taking down every word. This statement is typed up and submitted to the client for changes. We warn the client not to lie to us, and assure him that it is all confidential. We try cases on the facts, do not stretch the truth, nor do we use fake testimony.”

Little did Foss Hopkins realize how much strain Edythe Klumpp would put on his techniques, but he told the Bar Association that afternoon, “Well, I have another case on my hands, but I haven’t been able to see my client yet. The police have her out reenacting the alleged crime.”
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Edythe confers with her lawyer, William “Foss” Hopkins. Cincinnati Enquirer file.
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Edythe and Hopkins wait for trial to begin. Cincinnati Enquirer file.

Hopkins seemed a little testy by the time he reached Edythe Klumpp’s cell in the basement of city hall and probably didn’t recognize the irony of offering the accused torch murderer a cigarette. He was a three-pack-a-day man himself.

There was a tense moment, with the two of them looking each other over warily. Hopkins took note of how much Edythe had changed since his firm worked on her divorce. “Gone was the fat which had rendered her undesirable,” he wrote in his memoirs, Murder Is My Business. “She had slimmed to the point of being svelte. But I could see that she remained the exasperating female whose personality alternated between girlish foolishness and those ice-cold moments when she worried about keeping her family financially afloat. As she gripped the bars that afternoon she was not the silly giggler. Her face was solemn, white and drawn.”

Finally, Edythe spoke. “I asked for you yesterday,” she said, “and they told me I couldn’t see you until I confessed the murder.”

“Listen,” he snapped. “I entered this case at 11:45 last night when your brother called me to defend you. I phoned to Colonel Sandman and he told me they were interrogating you. I told him I wanted to see you at 8:30 this morning, and when I got down here, they had taken you somewhere else. Now it’s three o’clock and you’ve been talking to them for 26 hours, and they haven’t even booked you.” There was no privacy, so they did not speak long.

At about 9:45 a.m. the next day, Detective Stagenhorst signed and delivered the writ charging Edythe Klumpp with first-degree murder. “But I thought it was supposed to be manslaughter,” she protested. “It was accidental, you know. You said yesterday it would be manslaughter.” Stagenhorst and Moore both immediately denied having said any such thing. They also denied Edythe’s statements that she had repeatedly asked to see her attorney during the twenty-six hours she was in custody.

“They told me I would have to make a statement before I could see him,” she complained.

Hopkins expressed his outrage over the way the whole matter had been handled. “I am utterly amazed at the way in which police obtain these statements,” he told the press. “I’ve argued for years that there should be a public defender or other neutral person present during the entire time a suspect is being questioned and that during the entire time a tape recording should be made of all that is said. This would be a protection for both the defendant and the Police Department. Then no defendant or lawyer could come in and say afterwards that statements were made which actually were not made.”
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Edythe and Hopkins confer during her trial. Cincinnati Enquirer file.

Sandman told the Post that he would be agreeable to such a law if a police officer or “impartial person” could be allowed to listen to conferences between attorneys and clients, especially in major crime such as murder.

This was not a typical case for Hopkins from the start. Instead of waiving examination in police court on Friday, November 21, he requested a postponement because there were still unanswered questions in the case:

•   How did Louise Bergen die? Was it from a gunshot wound, a fractured skull, asphyxiation from being in the trunk of a car overnight or from burns from the pyre on Cowan Lake?

•   Where did Louise Bergen die? Was she killed in Hamilton County, Clinton County or somewhere in between?

“Normally in this type of case, I would waive preliminary examination,” he later told the court, “and I do not want to go into details, but I would like to hear some testimony on the cause of death and venue…I want to be sure I’m in the right court…I understand from the newspapers that a first-degree murder warrant also is on file in Clinton County.”

The prosecutor asked Stagenhorst if he was ready to proceed. “We would like a two-day continuance,” Stagenhorst said. “Then we will be ready.”

During the brief hearing, Edythe stood and remained silent. She looked tired and haggard, but the newspapers were taken by her neat appearance. As the case progressed, many stories would contain a description of her wardrobe. On this occasion, “She was dressed neatly in a long-sleeved white blouse and a flared dark brown skirt with a wide brown belt cinched at her slender waistline,” the Enquirer’s Paul Lugannani reported the following day. “Her thin lips, lightly touched with lipstick, were tightly drawn in a straight line. Shadows showed under her eyes. There were no smiles or giggles which were so frequent on the day of her arrest.” (On the second day of her trial, one report noted that she had on a pink dress that she bought. The next day, she took the reporter to task over it: “Why that dress was lavender!” she exclaimed. “The girls in the jail gave me an awful razzing.”)

The court gave Stagenhorst until the following Wednesday to assemble his witnesses. Someone in the squad told the press that the case was admittedly “unfinished.” Sandman, however, said that he was ready to prove that Louise died in Cincinnati. He wanted her tried at home. The criminal code left leeway in the matter: “If any mortal wound is given, or other violence or injury inflicted or any poison administered or sent into one county by means whereof death occurs in another county, the offender may be prosecuted in either county.”
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Bailiff William Wiggeringloh escorts Edythe into the courtroom. Cincinnati Enquirer file.

That afternoon, Hopkins had his first substantive meeting with his client in the consultation room at the Hamilton County Jail. He and his staff—secretary Virginia Heuser and assistant Harvey Woods—were already feeling some of the heat that goes along with handling front-page murder cases, including fielding irate and obscene phone calls. Hopkins told them not to be discouraged. “There will be more,” he said, and they got down to business.

“Before you say anything, Mrs. Klumpp,” he began, “I want to explain a few things to you. You are going to be tried for your life. I know what that means. I’ve been through it hundreds of times. The only clients of mine who don’t get a fair verdict are those who lie to me.”

As was his custom for the first interview, Hopkins let Edythe talk without interruption. And talk she did, for three solid hours. This time, it was difficult for Hopkins to be still. His client seemed smug and sure of herself. As he listened to the same confession, word by rehearsed word, that she gave police, it occurred to him that she forgot one important thing to make her story a true fairy tale. She forgot to begin it with “Once upon a time…”
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Edythe confers with Hopkins (seated); his secretary, Virginia Heuser; and his associate, Harvey Woods. Cincinnati Enquirer file.

“Are you quite finished,” he finally said. She nodded, looking him straight in the eye. “Now,” he said, “I will tell you why you’re a liar.” She gave him a look as if he had slapped her but said nothing. “First,” he went on, “do you mean to tell me that you burned the body of Mrs. Bergen in broad daylight in a state park—the fire must have lasted three hours—and that no one in that time noticed anything?” She nodded, saying nothing.

“Do you mean to tell me that you, unassisted, lifted a body weighing more than 135 pounds into the trunk of that car? I know for a fact you had to quit your waitressing job because you lacked the strength to carry trays!” She nodded. “Someone else had to be there, helping you.” She shook her head. “If you persist with this fairy tale, you are headed to the electric chair.”

No amount of pleading, arguing or threatening would get her to change her story. Hopkins knew what was going on. Surely she was covering for Bergen, and she wouldn’t even trust her own lawyer with the truth.

“What will you do now?” Ginny Heuser asked in the cab on the way back to the office.

“Defend her against herself,” he said, hoping that Edythe Klumpp would come to her senses and tell the truth before she would get a date with “Old Sparky,” the electric chair at the Ohio State Penitentiary.

At Wednesday’s hearing, Dr. Frank Cleveland set the official cause of death: “She died of skull and brain injuries as the result of multiple impacts to the head.” He found no bullet wound, he said, but there were traces of metal residue in her head that could have been from a bullet.

Harry Schops from the city’s Engineering Division testified that Caldwell Park was located within city limits, apparently to answer Hopkins’s argument that the state failed to prove venue.

“No testimony has been presented here to show that anything occurred in Hamilton County or Clinton County,” Hopkins said. “All that has been presented is the purported statement of the defendant. You cannot prove venue purely on the strength of a statement by the defendant. She will have to have a trial by jury in the county where the alleged crime occurred, but I want to be sure I’m in the right courtroom.”

City prosecutor Robert Paul answered, “We have proven the corpus delicti of the case. This is merely a preliminary hearing. We have adequate testimony here to show probable cause for the case to be investigated by the grand jury.”

Edythe was dressed in a white shirtwaist and dark skirt for the twenty-five-minute hearing and carried a tan leather jacket over her left arm. She carried a small paperback Bible and seemed oblivious to the flashbulbs and general hubbub on the way in and out of court. Except for a few whispered consultations with Hopkins, she never spoke, but in her cell after the hearing, she told reporters that she didn’t know anything about a beating, despite what Stagenhorst said.

“I never admitted either beating her or shooting her,” she said. “I told them that if I did beat her, I don’t remember it and the shooting was an accident.” Despite Hopkins’s impassioned objections, Judge Clarence Denning ordered her held over without bond for the grand jury.

Although Bill’s comments to the press and follow-up interviews with police seemed to show that he was distancing himself from Edythe Klumpp, he still came to visit her in the county jail—for a while, anyway. Hopkins said that near the end of February, when the grand jury handed down its formal indictment, he went to see his client. She was still telling her lies, he thought, and was more fed up than usual that day.
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Edythe studies her Bible as she waits for her trial. Cincinnati Enquirer file.

“What goes on here, Mrs. Klumpp?” he said. “According to what I hear, Bergen has been visiting you three times a week.”

“He believes my story even if you don’t,” she said. “He’s giving me moral support.”

“Well,” he said, “don’t hold your breath waiting for him to show up again. He just quit his job and took off to Washington, D.C., with a girl half his age.” He was telling her the truth, and for more reasons than just to crush her spirit, though it did.
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Edythe at her trial. Cincinnati Enquirer file.

“She was tense and continually depressed,” he said. “Her face became pale and drawn. Time after time I felt she was about to break and tell me the truth but at the last moment a look of fear would come into her eyes and her lips would lock in two bloodless lines that no probing of mine would release…I was convinced she was lying, but there was nothing I could do about it.” Hopkins considered withdrawing from the case, but it intrigued him to have a client stick to a lie so tenaciously, so he ultimately decided to see it through to the bitter end. He would attempt to save her in spite of herself.
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Edythe works on a drawing in her cell at the Hamilton County jail. Cincinnati Enquirer file.
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Edythe hangs a drawing in her cell at the Hamilton County Jail. Cincinnati Enquirer file.
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Edythe confers with her lawyer, Foss Hopkins. Cincinnati Enquirer file.


AN EMBROIDERED CONFESSION


The first time I saw the pistol was when Bill moved into my house. I didn’t like the idea of him having one because of the children. He said he would keep the shells in the car, keep the gun wrapped up in his drawer under his underclothes so the kids couldn’t get it.

This one Sunday, a couple we knew went down to the airport with us to go flying, and after we got finished flying, they suggested we come out to their house. He was a gun collector, too, and we had been out there several times before, and Bill was kind of interested in his guns. Bill said let’s stop by the house first and get his guns, and the two men were going to shoot. They had a large recreation room in the basement, and he had an indoor target down there. They let the other lady and I shoot a couple of times.

Bill was going to give me lessons. First he had me shoot a rifle. Then he’d let me shoot the pistol. He was going to join this shooting club at the Hotel Alms, and he was intending to take me with him.

On the Tuesday before all this happened, that morning I was putting his underwear away and saw the gun. I probably just wanted to show off a little bit when Bill did take me, to show that I could do it, I guess.

There is woods all around us, and I thought, well, I would just shoot there in the woods. I decided to take some of the shells. I took four of them and put them in my purse.

I imagine I didn’t pay too much attention when he was teaching me because I had quite a lot of trouble loading. After I got it loaded, I got to thinking we had several cats and a pup and if they might run in front of me I wasn’t quite sure how to handle it.

On Tuesday afternoon, I went to the Farmers’ Mart to get some vegetables, and I thought I would take [the gun] and drive down by the river where I was sure I wouldn’t hit anything. I went down by the river by the waterworks. There are a lot of old boats down there. I loaded the gun one at a time.

I had put the fourth shell in. I had no reason for not shooting it, but I didn’t. Later I forgot it was loaded. I wrapped it in the white cloth that Bill kept it in and put it in the glove compartment of my car. When I got home, I took the vegetables in and forgot about the pistol.

On Thursday, October 30, Louise called me about ten minutes to five. I had the Girl Scouts there, six of them, teaching them to sew so they could get their sewing badge. I do not get paid for this. The kids all know me as “Aunt Edythe.”

She said she was about ready to leave her work and that she wanted to talk to me, could I come over and meet her then at Swifton. I said I had to teach school that night, how about making it about 6:30 or so because I had to be at school at 7 and that would save me a trip. She said she was expecting a phone call about 6:30 and she wanted to talk to me especially that evening, and she said could I possibly make it. And I said, “Well, I suppose I could make it over and back in time.”
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Edythe waits for the trial to begin. Cincinnati Enquirer file.


As soon as I put down the phone I called Bill right away, to see if he was coming home for supper because sometimes on Thursdays he did and sometimes he didn’t. He didn’t especially like that double trip back, so usually he stayed at the office and worked and went over to Abram’s, but once in a while he would come home.

He said, “I am in a hurry. What do you want? Make it snappy.”

“Are you coming home for supper?”

He said, “No. I’ll call you in a little while.”

That was all, and then I said, “OK, I will see you,” and hung up. [In some interviews, she said she called him, but he did not answer.]

The girls left around five.

On my way over to meet Louise at Swifton Village the night this happened, I opened the glove compartment to get a Kleenex and I saw the pistol. I thought to myself, I forgot to put the pistol back and I better put it back when I get home because Bill is so particular about it, so I laid the gun on the seat beside me. I did not unwrap it. It was there when I met Louise, about 25 minutes after 5. It was very crowded. I met her by Urmetz Jewelers. She whistled. I stopped and she got in the front seat.

She did not see the gun. My purse was right over there, too, kind of over it. I picked Louise up in the middle of one of those lanes. There was no place to park.

“There was a parking place right next to me, but it is gone now,” she said.

We started up North Bend Road and I was going to park at the bottom of North Bend but there was a lot of traffic so we went to Caldwell Park. On the way there, we talked about the kids and Halloween and stuff like that. She wanted to know if Bill had made up his mind about what to do. I told her I had asked him to wait until after Christmas because of the kids. She had made up her mind to get a divorce and she was not going back to him.

It was just getting dusk when we drove into Caldwell Circle. She told me that she had said to Bill, “That girl loves you, don’t make her as miserable as you made me.” She said she definitely wasn’t going back with him and she wanted to know how we were getting along.

When we got there I wanted to push the seat back so I could sit sideways and talk to her. The seat was up close because Jill had taken the Schaefer children home during Girl Scout class.

I said, “Wait a minute, the seat is stuck. Probably something under it.”

I got out and got into the back seat to see what was holding it and there was a Coke bottle under it, on her side. I don’t think I hit her with the bottle because I don’t think I had it. It seems to me I just pulled it out and left it lay there. I probably took it out when I cleaned the car the next day.

When I straightened up I was more or less behind her. She had the gun in her hand, pointing it at me. She was smiling. First, I kind of laughed. I thought it was a joke or something. I don’t remember for sure. I was startled. I started laughing. All of a sudden I grabbed it. Her head batted on the steering wheel and the gun was up under her chin. She was holding the gun and I had ahold of her hand.

When we were struggling over the gun it went off. She slid down and her head was by the steering wheel. When the gun went off, the blood started coming from her mouth. I just remember it gushing out of her mouth. I remember that blood and that she made a gurgling sound.

I was sitting on the back seat, on the edge of the back seat. I didn’t have the gun in my hand then. Later, I found the gun on the front seat floor.

I don’t remember hitting her at all. Several times I have suffered from blackouts. I just come to and I’m in some place. I went to a doctor about this and I remember telling him that I would get real dizzy and pass out.

The next thing I remember I was sitting on the edge of the back seat and I realized what had happened. I realized that something had to be done. I reached over and felt her heart and her pulse and couldn’t feel anything. First I thought I would call Bill and then I thought he wouldn’t believe what had happened.

I was scared. I didn’t know what to do and I got out of the car and started running up the road. Then I went back to the car. I was going to pull her out and leave her there but I thought something would be connected to me. I was scared to death. I felt her pulse again and checked her heart again. And I started shaking her. I don’t know why, but I started shaking her. Blood splashed around. I got blood on my face.

I went to the right side of the car and pulled her out. I took ahold of her feet, pulled the body out of the car and dragged it around to the trunk. She was quite a bit bigger than me, weighed about 150 pounds. I weigh between 125 and 130. I have been having trouble with my arms for some time. Hardly able to use them. Her head hit the car and then the ground. I just dragged her by her feet.

It was beginning to get dusk. There was nobody around. I opened the trunk of the car and had an awful time trying to get her in. Her legs would flop out. I couldn’t seem to get all of her in at one time. I could hardly lift her—I would get one part in and the other part would fall out. I’d get one leg in and she’d keep flopping over like a pancake. Finally, I got her in the car. She was on the left side with her legs curled up.

I had to kind of push her legs together. Then I drove home real quick, parked the car in front of the house. My daughter was there when I got home. I cleaned up right away and went over to teach my sewing class. I was a little late getting there. The body was in the car when I drove over there. It was about 7:25 when I got there, and I was there until 9:25.

I called Bill when I got out of school and asked him why he was not waiting for me, and he said he saw that I had the car. I asked him if he wanted me to come over and he said, “No, I’ll be home in a few minutes. I’ll see you at the house.” When I got home, I parked the car in front of the house. It just didn’t seem like it had happened. It seemed like someone else had done it.

That night I could hardly pray about it. Bill and I were sleeping together and I thought about telling him a couple of times during the night but he was asleep.

The next day I washed the car in the driveway. It was still wet and I put a towel over the seat and went to get the two kids that I keep during the day. It was after 10 o’clock when I started for Lake Cowan.

I drove to the service station. I had Jay, Jeff and Jimmy in the car with me. I had to take the kids with me. I couldn’t leave them alone. They are one, two and three years old. The baby was in the front seat with me and the other two in the back.

I took an empty gallon gas can from the garage to the service station with me and got gas. I asked him if he had another can there, too, and he found a round can and it didn’t have a cork or anything in it and he took a paper towel and stuffed it in there for me.

He said, “Do you want me to put these in the trunk for you?”

I said, “No, put them in the front seat by my feet.”

I got in the car and he put those cans on the left hand side of my left foot and he made a remark that one might spill out, the one that had the paper towel in it, and I said I’d keep it braced with my foot.

At first I thought I would drive somewhere and put her out. I was thinking about the river or someplace where I could put her. I was afraid there would be something to incriminate me and I thought if I burned the body if there was anything of mine it would burn. I thought I could dump it in the water, in the river, but I realized I couldn’t lift her. At least I was afraid I couldn’t because I had such a terrible time getting her into the trunk.

I drove to Cowan Lake out Montgomery Road. I found an old road by accident that led down to the lake. I don’t know why I went to Lake Cowan but I had been there a few years ago. Lake Cowan is about 50 miles from here. I thought if I couldn’t get her in the water, I would burn the body to destroy any fingerprints or evidence that may have pointed to me. I parked in a spot that was not too secluded. I thought about leaving her alongside the road. Then I drove down this road and decided to leave her there and burn her.

I turned the car around and one little boy felt kind of sick at his stomach so I took him walking. I brought him back to the car when he felt better.

I parked the car up as far as I could. Then I backed the car down, got out of the car, backed up, parked it again, got out and opened the trunk. The body was still in the exact position.

The trunk lid was up. The kids couldn’t see what I was doing. The baby was asleep.

I picked up her leg and pulled her out of the trunk and flopped her body over. It hit the bumper and slid down onto the ground.

I had to flop her over a couple of times to get her out. Then I poured gasoline over the body, and covered her with newspapers that I had brought along and threw on the bloody rags I had cleaned the car with. Then I lit the newspaper with matches, then ran and got in the car and drove off immediately. I didn’t look back. After leaving the park I threw her shoes and glass case with glasses on some road near the park. Later I threw out the gun and purse. I arrived home about 2 p.m.

I gave the children their lunch first and put them to bed.

I burned her billfold and check book. Then washed the car with soap and water. I took spot remover to clean the blood spots off the upholstery of the car.

I didn’t get all the blood out.



See “Note from the Author” at the end of this book.


THE STATE’S CASE

While biding her time in the Hamilton County Jail, Edythe Klumpp used an old sewing machine to make herself a sharp, conservative, dark-blue dress with a large EK embroidered over her left breast. In all, she made three dresses while in jail, although these were not the only dresses she would wear during the trial. Barely a day went by without a newspaper reporting her daily wear. The seamstress had so many dresses that it was a full two weeks before they reported any repetition of her ensemble.

Although she wore the dark-blue dress on the first day of jury selection, the crisp new dress was a contrast to her worn-out countenance. The papers also noted that she looked older than at her pretrial appearances. Her face was lined with wrinkles, and she had dark circles under her eyes.

“Of course I’m nervous,” she snapped at the reporters shouting questions at her. At Foss Hopkins’s insistence of “no props,” she did not carry the Bible that accompanied her on earlier trips to court. She appeared calm in front of the press and cameras but fidgeted constantly at the defense table. She responded with gulps, sighs and astonished blinks at mentions of the death penalty and elements of the case against her as Prosecutor C. Watson Hover questioned jurors.

Hopkins approached the trial with an air of confidence honed over thirty years, but he was stuck in what seemed an untenable situation. Foremost, he had a client who was obviously (to Hopkins) covering for her lover. She risked the death penalty by pinning her hopes on a false confession and the unlikely chance that jurors would believe that Louise Bergen’s death was an accident.
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Edythe being led into the courtroom by Bailiff Wiggeringloh. Cincinnati Enquirer file.

The charges against Hopkins’s client were so vague that he wasn’t sure what he was defending against. Although he seemed to be goading the police and prosecutors when he would make remarks about “being in the right courtroom,” he made a good point. He had filed for, and won, a “bill of particulars” to specify the time, place and cause of death, and what he got back cited four different causes of death in a mere fifty words. When he complained about the lack of detail, Prosecutor C. Watson Hover said, “If anything, there was a surplusage,” referring to a part of the document that noted that Louise had been confined in the trunk of a car.

Hopkins and Hover had faced each other many times in the courtroom, developing a contentious professional relationship. Hopkins spoke of Hover with some respect, though, describing him as “a pleasant and amiable fellow with an easy grin and a solemn manner” in his memoirs. Hopkins remarked that he didn’t want to speak ill of the dead, but “[w]hether he was unhappy because, only the year before, he had lost the Pugh murder case to me, I cannot and will not say.” But the way he mentions it suggests he believed it to be so.
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Edythe made three dresses in the Hamilton County Jail while awaiting trial. Cincinnati Enquirer file.

That case involved a meter reader, Robert Lyons, accused of the murder of a young socialite, Audrey Pugh, in her home. Hopkins won the case largely on the strength of a bit of courtroom drama worthy of an episode of Perry Mason. He had his client stand up on a chair to show the skin flaking from his legs. Lyons, he discovered after the trial had begun, suffered from a skin condition and left scaly flakes everywhere he went, but nothing of the sort showed up in any examinations of the crime scene. The acquittal also rode on a vilification of the police—particularly the lead detectives, none other than Wilbert Stagenhorst and Eugene Moore—and the Prosecutor’s Office for compelling Lyons to draft a false confession that they had dictated to him. Hopkins handed Hover a stunning defeat on that high-profile case, surely a severe bone of contention between them. The parallel with the Klumpp case was obvious to all, with one significant exception: Lyons went to trial saying that police “conned” him into making a false confession, whereas Edythe was going to court to swear to her embroidery, although Hopkins could see the hand of her live-in boyfriend in the stitching.
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Edythe studies the Bible in her cell. Cincinnati Enquirer file.

To top it off, Hopkins was trying to quit smoking. He kept an unlit cigarette in his hands or lips during recesses, even taking the occasional imaginary puff. He decided to quit in the hope that laying off his three-pack-a-day habit would help his presentation. “Cigarettes get your wind during a trial,” he said. “That’s bad for an attorney.”

Hopkins may have made good use of the edge that nicotine withdrawal gave him. Without a credible defense to go on, he had to react quickly to each development. Hover was well-prepared and presented the case at such a pace that there were days when he ran out of witnesses even before the normal 1:00 p.m. summer schedule adjournment (a Hamilton County tradition designed to avoid the sweltering late afternoon heat). This case was also proving to be the same kind of media circus as the Pugh case, although it lacked the social indignation. Still, a sensational murder arising out of a love triangle proved irresistible. Some in the crowd deemed the event “better than television.”
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A crowd waits outside the courtroom. Cincinnati Enquirer file.

“Some spectators arrived at the courthouse four hours before court opened and the prosecution began,” Hopkins wrote. “Elderly ladies carried cushions, the better to sit on the hard benches. Everyone was in attendance but a carnival bum selling balloons.”

Those unable to get seats in room 316 lined up in the corridors and sat in the stairways, hoping that a seat might become available. Many others lingered in the vicinity, having given up on getting a seat and merely waiting for a chance to see the comings and goings and perhaps get a glimpse of the blond torch murderer as she made her way to and from jail. Hover was overheard saying, “We would all be rich if we hired the Cincinnati Gardens for the trial, but I’m afraid Foss Hopkins would object to the venue.”
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Edythe at her trial. Cincinnati Enquirer file.
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Some people brought lunches to court so they wouldn’t lose their seats. Cincinnati Enquirer file.

The judge tried to restore some sanity to the proceedings after the Enquirer published a photo of three women and a young girl eating sandwiches in the courtroom during a recess. “If you want to have a picnic, go outside,” he demanded; he also reminded the bailiffs that no one under twelve years old should be permitted in the courtroom during the trial.

Besides the carnival bum, Edythe Klumpp’s family was also missing from the proceedings. “I told Mother to keep the children away from the trial,” she told the Post. “I don’t want Mother or the children to attend it.”

Because of the crowd, officials scheduled the trial for the largest courtroom, room 316, which held about eighty spectators, and brought in twenty extra folding chairs. The room wasn’t air conditioned, so fans added to the general buzz and hubbub. When they weren’t needed, the jurors waited in common pleas court judge Frank M. Gusweiler’s regular room on the fifth floor, which was air conditioned.

The jury—six men and six women, four of them housewives, with two male alternates—was ordered to report at 8:45 a.m. on Friday, June 12, for a bus tour to visit the scenes associated with the death of Louise Bergen: the Swifton Center, the dead end at Caldwell Circle, the Klumpp house and various places in and around Cowan Lake State Park. The jury was not sequestered, but Judge Gusweiler gave them strict instructions to stay home and not speak to anyone except for officers of the court.

Assistant Prosecutor Harry C. Schoettmer’s opening statement on Monday morning took two hours and ten minutes. He not only detailed the state’s version of the death of Louise Bergen but also hinted at evidence that would show Edythe Klumpp’s promiscuous and deceitful behavior, giving as her motive not love but money.

October 30, 1958, he said, was “trigger day” because of a loan application that Edythe and William Bergen submitted as man and wife. Edythe feared that a bank investigation would reveal her marriage to be a fraud. Schoettmer told the jury that Mrs. Klumpp had purchased a gallon of gasoline the day before as proof of premeditation. He said that the place of Louise Bergen’s death, the “lover’s lane was not new to Mrs. Klumpp because she had been there before with Fred Haste.”
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Edythe weeps as she visits the scenes of the crime. Cincinnati Enquirer file.
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Edythe and Hopkins confer prior to the beginning of court. Cincinnati Enquirer file.

Before he addressed the jury for the first time, Hopkins gave Edythe one last chance to come clean. “Unless you tell the truth,” he whispered to her, “you’re as good as dead. Tell me who was with you?” She did not look at him and said nothing.

Hopkins said that he never felt older or more tired before or since the moment he first stood in front of that jury. “I was in an ‘Alice in Wonderland’ world,” he wrote later, “drowning in gobbledygook—but for once the looking glass was real. As I faced the jury, I could not think of one thing to say.” He took a long pause and realized that he had little truth and a whole pack of lies with which to work.

Beginning his fifty-five-minute opening, Hopkins complimented Schoettmer’s detailed and persuasive introduction to the case. “I came to the conclusion,” he said, “that my client must be a monster.” The court erupted in murmurs, and the judge gaveled the room back to order. “If the state…can prove every element of that beyond a reasonable doubt,” Hopkins went on, “I think they will prove my client guilty of first degree murder.” He attempted to soften that pronouncement with the folksy wisdom of Mark Twain, who once wrote that his father read the Bible to his children every night. Twain later said that in all that reading, he never heard one word in favor of the devil and concluded that “there must be something to his side of the story.”

While it’s probably not the best tactic to begin a defense by comparing your client to Satan, Hopkins promised that the jury “and the people of this community are going to hear the real facts in this case,” even though he believed that his client was lying through her teeth.

But if she were a monster, he said, she was a monster who was president of the youth group at her church, a singer in the choir and a Girl Scout volunteer. He also made it a point to mention several times that his client was on trial for first-degree murder, not burning a body.

“Mrs. Klumpp’s conduct and motive in [burning the body of Louise Bergen] was completely selfish, self-centered and in utter disregard of all decency as recognized by our code of morals and standards,” Hopkins said. “We of the defense are in no way trying to mitigate the gravity of the wrongful and despicable conduct of our client following the death of Mrs. Bergen. We of the defense feel that the evidence will disclose that this shocking act, as horrible and despicable as it was, has nothing whatsoever to do with the charge which you are trying and should have no bearing upon your verdict.”

Hopkins told the jury that there were only two possible verdicts: manslaughter or not guilty. Her defense, he said, was self-defense, but if the jury would find that she used too much force, they could decide on manslaughter. “My heart was not in that opening statement,” he admitted. “There was no way to free me from the looking glass.” As he sat down at the defense table, however dispirited and unenthusiastic he may have felt, his client nodded her approval.

Edythe remained calm and interested as the first thirteen witnesses were called on Monday and Tuesday: the young duck hunters who found the body of Louise Bergen; the Ohio highway patrolmen who responded to the scene and collected later evidence; employees of Stillpass Transit; the attendants at the Mount Washington Sohio station where she made a gasoline purchase the day before the murder; Louise Bergen’s optometrist; Louise’s attorney; Ann Tabar; and a clerk from the Hamilton County Chief Deputy Clerk of Courts, who presented the divorce papers from Klumpp v. Klumpp, including the partition agreement ordering the sale of their home.

On Wednesday, Dr. Frank Cleveland brought with him the most contentious testimony in the case: his autopsy photos that Hover wanted to project onto a screen. Hopkins asked to argue without the jury. “These pictures are of such a nature they can only do one thing,” he told the judge, “inflame this jury and prejudice this jury to a degree that I don’t believe any instruction coming from Your Honor at a later date will ever remove the prejudicial effect…This jury will try my client for the burning of the body and will not try her on the charge set forth in the indictment.”

Hover countered that the jury has a right to know that the examiner did not have a complete body to work with and could not provide a report as “complete, as detailed and exacting and as thorough as is customary with a sound postmortem practice.”

Gusweiler allowed the prosecution to set up a projector and a screen so that “the exhibit will be completely visible to everyone who has reason to see it,” as Hover assured. “It will not be visible to the entire courtroom but there is reason for that.”

Hopkins asked Gusweiler to warn jurors and spectators that there should be no reaction, no talking and no demonstration regarding the photos. “It’s not a pretty sight,” he said, and the judge agreed to deliver an admonition before the slideshow. It took twenty minutes to find a suitable location for the screen, with TV cameramen offering their advice. During that time, Edythe began sniffling into her handkerchief. When Hover flashed Dr. Cleveland’s color photographs on the screen, she sobbed “copiously,” the Enquirer reported, and kept her head averted.
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Edythe at her trial. Cincinnati Enquirer file.

Dr. Cleveland used a small flashlight to point out the parts of the body that were visible and those that were burned. He said that the cause of death, as he believed it after the first examination and up until the moment of his testimony, was that Louise Bergen was killed by three blows to the head with an object.

Hopkins was “possibly even madder than the spectators who couldn’t crane their necks far enough to see the front of the screen,” the Enquirer reported. He believed that the showing of those colored slides were the exact moment Edythe Klumpp was sentenced to the electric chair. “One only had to witness the looks of horror and disbelief on the juror’s faces as the gruesome picture was thrown on the screen to understand that the exhibit had inflamed the jury beyond recall,” he wrote. “There could be no doubt nor could one misinterpret the fatal message that the juror’s eyes conveyed as they gazed at Mrs. Klumpp…The day of reckoning was close at hand. The coup de grace was only a matter of time.”

Under cross-examination, Hopkins got Dr. Cleveland to tell about the pieces of metal he found in the second examination. Hopkins pressed him as to whether or not he had made an error in not finding the fragments the first time around. Dr. Cleveland said that there was no reason to believe at that time that there had been gunplay involved in the incident, and there were no signs of a bullet wound or fragments until the second examination.

The larger fragment was five millimeters long and two millimeters thick. The analysis destroyed the fragment but indicated that it may indeed have been a bullet fragment. The second fragment was much smaller, too small to be analyzed. Hopkins pressed him about why he didn’t X-ray the body during the autopsy. “Isn’t it almost a religion in thorough autopsies to take an X-ray?” he asked.

“I don’t believe that has to be done,” Dr. Cleveland said. He insisted that there were two reasons he didn’t do any X-rays in this case: he didn’t have an X-ray machine, and he didn’t observe anything in the normal course of examination that suggested he needed one.

Hopkins turned up the level of macabre when he took a human skull out of a hatbox. He and Dr. Cleveland passed it back and forth as they argued about the size and nature of the skull fractures. The courtroom laughed—the defendant, too—when Hopkins called up his assistant, Harvey Woods, to act as a model as he demonstrated possible angles of blows.

As the noon hour drew near, Hopkins requested that Edythe Klumpp’s ’56 Chevy be brought into the courtroom for demonstrations to finish his cross-examination. It would take seven or eight men to carry it up the stairs. Alternatively, he suggested that court resume on Thursday morning in the garage in the basement of the courthouse. Gusweiler decided on the alternative.

Edythe seemed to have recovered from her crying jag by the time court was adjourned for the day. She asked the Enquirer reporter Margaret Josten why “they” had to drag the victim’s elderly mother into the courtroom. “I feel terribly sorry for her,” she said. “I don’t think they had to bring her in here.”

Due to lack of space, spectators were barred from the next morning’s proceedings in the courthouse garage. Other than the defendant, jury and court officials, only Hopkins’s wife and secretary were present, along with the gawking garage attendants. The entrances were cluttered with spectators, who could not see a thing but could still hear what was going on. The defendant sat facing a wall, her back to the car, during Hopkins’s demonstration; she made no move to see what he was doing.

The two-tone, four-door Chevy was parked so the jurors could see the trunk. The seats had been removed. Hopkins leaned on the vehicle frequently during his cross-examination of Dr. Cleveland. He tried to get the doctor to say that the three blows to the back of Louise Bergen’s head could have been caused while Edythe transferred the body from the front seat of the car to the trunk. He pointed out the ridges on the door sill and various pieces of metal in the trunk lid construction and lock catches. He suggested that the injuries could have been caused by the victim’s head being slammed in the car door.

Dr. Cleveland would have none of it. His answer to all of Hopkins’s scenarios was essentially the same each time: “That type of impact on both sides of the skull would result in an explosion of the bones and the skull would split, not at the point of impact, but at the point of the weakest area over the top of the skull or the area that was actually compressed, like breaking an egg shell.”

Dispirited though he may have been, Hopkins said he had one glimmer of hope at the close of Bill Bergen’s testimony. Hopkins said that his client “had become a listless participant in the spectacle,” but when Bergen took the stand, she stared at him intently. As he told the story of his whereabouts on the night of October 30, Hopkins could hear Edythe’s breath quicken. “I watched her closely,” he said. “There was anger in her eyes.” Hopkins didn’t have much regard for Bill Bergen, describing him as “an emaciated Lothario…tall, lean, partially bald and—at least in his own estimation—one of Cincinnati’s greatest lovers.”

While she virtually ignored the testimony of Bob Klumpp talking about the divorce settlement and Fred Haste telling of their trysts on Caldwell Circle, she was “all ears” when Bergen hit the stand, the Enquirer said. Although she didn’t reveal whether she still had feelings for him, “it was obvious that she was wearing a bit more rouge and lipstick than usual and that she listened to every word of his story.” She occasionally leaned over and whispered to Hopkins, as if disputing points of his testimony, and was particularly animated when he described signing a loan to help her pay off her ex-husband.

“I was hesitant,” Bergen said. “I didn’t want to get involved. I was afraid she might not be able to keep up the payments and it would come back on me.” Bergen showed little emotion during his testimony, and he did not once glance at the defendant. He testified that he and Edythe first became intimate about two weeks after they started going out. Five or six weeks later, in May 1958, she told him she was pregnant.

Hopkins made a dramatic gesture during the testimony, striding across the courtroom from the witness stand to the defense table. He held out his hand to Edythe, and neither of them said a word as she took off her wedding ring and handed it to him for Bergen’s identification.

He was still married to Louise and so never proposed to Edythe, he said, and they never married. But they picked out that ring together, and he put it on her finger on June 14. Bill couldn’t take the time off work, so they made plans for an August honeymoon to Spring Mill State Park, Indiana, near the Hoosier National Forest. Afterward, she began telling people they were married, but only people she knew. “That seemed to be the best solution,” he said. His friends and acquaintances, even his best friend, Mel, continued to think that he had a room on Edwards Road.

One month later, Edythe told him that she had a miscarriage. Bergen said he began to have misgivings and pined for a reconciliation with Louise but was too ashamed to approach her about it. Even though he and Edythe weren’t really married, he still felt some obligation toward her and the unborn child, of which she reminded him when he told her about his second thoughts. “What’s going to happen to me?” she would ask. “How is it going to look to our friends and relatives? They think we’re married and just a short time and you’re running out.” So he stayed with Edythe.

In early September, he got the letter from the lawyer regarding a divorce. He ignored it and opted instead to have some conversations with Louise about getting back together while he continued to live with Edythe. When Edythe found out, she came up pregnant again. Bergen said that he believed she was pregnant right up until she was in custody for Louise’s murder. She never told him that she wasn’t pregnant; the pregnancy simply faded away. “It was just a ruse,” he said.

After Edythe was arrested, Bergen was laid off from his job, he said. He went to the jail once a week to visit Edythe for about two months.

Hopkins’s “glimmer of hope” came when the judge called a recess, and his secretary, Ginny Heuser, as was her custom, hurried over to the defense table to discuss the notes she had taken. Edythe said to her, “I don’t know how he can lie like that, when he knows what I can tell on him.”

Hopkins brightened for a moment at the thought that his client, frustrated by the testimony of her former lover, would finally come clean with him. “Go on,” he said, but she “just retreated back inside herself and said nothing. The glimmer of hope had come and just as swiftly gone. We were again in Wonderland.”

When it was over, Edythe nonchalantly told reporters, “It’s the same old Bill.”

Hover sought to prove premeditation by presenting a copy of a gas station receipt signed by Edythe Bergen on October 29, maintaining that she bought gas for the car and filled up a gas can in anticipation of getting rid of a body. The receipt, however, only specified a net sale of 11.3 gallons. While a young attendant vaguely remembered pumping gas into a can for Mrs. Bergen, he did not know if it was the same purchase from the receipt or a cash purchase on October 31, as Hopkins would maintain. While the evidence seemed inconclusive, the general feeling was that it was better for the prosecution than the defense.
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Foss Hopkins, Edythe Klumpp and Virginia Heuser during the trial. Cincinnati Enquirer file.
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Edythe at her trial. Cincinnati Enquirer file.

When Assistant Prosecutor Melvin Rueger began asking Detective Moore about Edythe’s confession, Hopkins posed an objection that had Judge Gusweiler send the jury out of the room for a three-hour argument regarding whether police had coerced it out of her or whether she gave it voluntarily. Hopkins and Edythe both took the stand briefly, but Judge Gusweiler ruled in favor of the prosecution—“the Wonderland continued,” Hopkins wrote in his memoirs—to allow the handwritten confession to be entered as evidence.

When the jury returned, Moore resumed his testimony of the events of November 18 and 19, 1958, and gave a point-by-point summation of the handwritten confession. Rueger then read Edythe Klumpp’s handwritten confession to the jury verbatim as he introduced it into evidence. During his testimony, which was almost identical to Moore’s, Stagenhorst also paraphrased the confession one more time. By the time the prosecution rested, the jury had heard some bits of the narrative a half dozen times or more.


EDYTHE ON THE STAND

Reports of the contentious three-hour showdown over the confession seemed to whet the public’s enthusiasm for the case. The courthouse elevator operator began referring to the scene as “the battlefield” when people arrived at the courthouse at 5:30 a.m. on the day Edythe Klumpp took the stand. When the doors to room 316 were opened, the rush of the crowd was so great that the guards worried about someone getting hurt. Dave Fullbright, who had been on guard duty during the Lyons trial, said, “It was never like this,” as old ladies pushed on one another, arguing, “I got here first!”

By the time Edythe got to the witness stand, the toll of the trial was even more apparent in her face and countenance. She had lost weight, the newspapers noted, and looked pale. “Her blond hair, once curled precisely, now straggles at the ends and hangs unnoticed over her forehead,” reported Margaret Josten in the Enquirer. “Although her clothing is still fresh and uncrumpled, it is obvious she is no longer making the effort to wear a new costume each day in court. Nor does the accused woman bother to hide animosity for those at the prosecution table.” She had a particularly hard glare for Hamilton County prosecutor C. Watson Hover when he argued that her confession should be admitted as evidence. “If looks could kill, Hover would fall dead!” one observer quipped.

Before Thursday’s session got underway, Edythe told the press that she was more upset about the pending testimony of her daughter than her own appearance on the stand. Hopkins was apologetic: “I wouldn’t bring her in if I didn’t need her. She’s my only witness.”
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Edythe reenacting at her trial, with Hopkins. Cincinnati Enquirer file.

Her twelve-year-old daughter Joanne testified before her on Thursday morning, June 25. Edythe sobbed convulsively, her hands in her face and leaning on the counsel table, as the girl made her way to the stand. She managed to calm herself as the girl told Foss Hopkins that she went to Sunday school and knew right from wrong. The child bore a striking resemblance to her mother and wore white gloves with her frilly green dress. She spoke calmly and clearly as she told of the phone call at her house late on the afternoon of October 30. As she left the stand, she blew her mother a kiss. Edythe broke down again when the girl was out of sight.

Then Edythe took the stand and stayed there for the rest of the day and the next two sessions. When she described the events at Caldwell Circle, Hopkins directed the court to bring out the front seat that had been removed from her ’56 Chevy. Hopkins had her rise from the witness stand and act it out as he played the part of Louise Bergen.

Edythe said that she first told the police that it was Louise’s own gun because she was trying to protect Bill Bergen. “I thought if they knew it was Bill’s gun she shot herself with, they would think maybe Bill did it. I didn’t want to get him involved.” She started crying on the stand when she talked about going back home the night she confessed. She said her son, Jan, was standing at the doorway to his room, and the girls were in the living room. “The little one was on the steps and the other one sitting on the couch with her boyfriend,” she said. “I just walked over and kissed her and said, ‘Take care of Jo for me.’”

Hopkins showed her the handwritten confession and asked her if the detectives gave her any help in writing it. The question was a loaded one, harkening back to the Pugh case when the defendant, Robert Lyons, said that the prosecutor’s investigator, Don Roney, told him exactly what to write. Edythe said she got the same kind of “advice.”

“Because I couldn’t even think how to start it,” she said, “Mr. Stagenhorst stood right behind me and told me everything to say and he would confer with Mr. Moore and they would decide how to word this and how to word that, and then I would write down what he said.”

Edythe said that she didn’t recall hitting Louise at all but had put it in there because the detectives kept insisting she did. “They kept pounding questions at me and kept saying, ‘You hit her, you had to hit her,’ and they kept that up and I kept saying I didn’t and I couldn’t have. So finally, I said, ‘If I did I don’t remember.’”

“I then want to refer back to the phraseology, ‘I am writing this statement voluntarily in the presence of Detectives Moore and Stagenhorst and that it is the truth,’” Hopkins said. “I will ask you whether or not that was your own phraseology or whether or not that was suggested by the detectives?”

“Mr. Stagenhorst told me to put that in,” she said, “when I was finished.”

The police claimed that Edythe had given no thought to her right to an attorney. She testified the next morning that, to the contrary, after they fingerprinted her and said they were going to Cowan Lake, she told them that Hopkins was going to come and see her that morning. “They kind of argued around and said they couldn’t wait,” she said. “They just insisted that I go out to Lake Cowan with them.”

One of them said to her, “We’ll be back before Hopkins gets here.”

“Well, he said he’d be here first thing in the morning,” Edythe protested. “He should be here now.”

“His first thing in the morning means noon,” Stagenhorst said. “We are going out to Lake Cowan. We are going to try to find the gun. If we don’t find it, you’re sunk, because that means you didn’t shoot her. So you better pray we find the gun.”

Schoettmer handled the cross-examination of the defendant for the prosecution, and he came at Edythe hard and fast, often being mocking and condescending. In the first minutes, he attacked her morality, asking her if she “lived in a dream world” and forcing her to admit to the multitude of lies she had told since meeting Bill Bergen: lying to her neighbors, her mother, her children, her students, the realtor, the building and loan association, the police investigators, her attorney, the court and even to Bill himself, telling him that she was pregnant—although she denied that she told him she was pregnant that spring and insisted that she really was pregnant just before her arrest but had a miscarriage the day before the lie detector test.

The entire courtroom tensed up when Schoettmer gave Edythe the gun that was in evidence and told her to load it for the jury. Hopkins didn’t object but cautioned Schoettmer to make sure the safety was on, saying, “You’re telling her to do it…You’re taking all the responsibility. It went off once before accidentally.”

One of the jurors blurted out, “Don’t point that at me!” Edythe could not load the gun properly. As she tried to close the breech, the whole room heard the distinctive click. Edythe was unaware that she had pulled the trigger.

The cross-examination was as thorough as it was contentious. The defense didn’t finish by the end of the week as planned. On Monday, June 29, Edythe was back on the stand and would testify for most of the day. Because of the summer heat, Judge Gusweiler moved the proceedings to his regular courtroom on the fifth floor. It was air conditioned and didn’t hold as many people, and the jury struggled to hear Edythe’s testimony over the roar of the ventilation. Hopkins repeatedly admonished his client to speak up. “This is your trial,” he said. He knew it was all in vain, however. When Schoettmer and Edythe faced each other, “it was an unequal duel,” he wrote.
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Edythe and Hopkins examine the alleged weapon in court. Cincinnati Enquirer file.

Not everyone saw it that way. The Enquirer’s Tom Mercer called her “a fiery witness for herself,” and his colleague Margaret Josten reported that although “thin, tired-looking,” Edythe “appears to thrive on harsh words and reminders of a lurid past…Mrs. Klumpp emerged before the jury as a strong and determined woman to whom tears and whimpering are foreign in the face of trouble. She talked back to Mr. Schoettmer as if she were arguing politics. She shouted ‘That’s a lie!’ almost constantly during his questioning or statement implying she had killed Louise Bergen intentionally.”

Hopkins, however, sensed the hopelessness of the situation. “She was vulnerable and lying,” he said. “He was poised and experienced. She was a sitting duck as he fired question after question with the rapidity of a machine gun scoring a bull’s-eye with every shot. It became apparent to all that the prosecutor was playing for keeps. Mrs. Klumpp looked worse and worse as Schoettmer, sensing the kill, showed no mercy. She didn’t have a chance. He crucified her. He destroyed her…And thus the trial dwindled to a conclusion.”

Hopkins wrote that Schoettmer’s two-hour summation was inspired indignation:

I look upon this woman as a home wrecker, who used physical wiles to lure this man to set himself up as her husband. Why do I say that? Well for one thing, there was the wedding ring. There was this idyllic setting in which he mentioned undoubtedly the deep pools of fire in her eyes, the heavenly loveliness she has, and slipped that wedding ring on her finger…She claims to be a truthful woman, yet admits lying to her mother, her daughter, Bergen, the community, the police. How many more? Now, as to her appearance: On Thursday, Mrs. Klumpp testified for three and a half hours under direct examination. She had a meek, reticent approach. Her counsel literally screamed at her to keep her voice up. She had the appearance of a fragile woman…But on Friday, she came out of that role. She was fighting…When she said, “The Lord has forgiven me,” she didn’t mean it at all. She was never close to tears. She wanted to be a fighting cat—and that is what she is. Yesterday, again she played the meek, fragile role. Well, was she meek and mild on October 30—or a fighting wildcat?

He ridiculed her defense as “the Hopkins treatment,” trying to get the jury to believe a proposition so ridiculous that it had to be true.

Hopkins began his closing argument by telling the jury that the following day marked his thirty-eighth anniversary in the practice of criminal law. He looked down at his hands as if seeking the truth there and then looked into the eyes of the jurors:

If the Hopkins treatment means that I do not believe in mob rule, that I do not believe in permitting the arresting officers to determine my client’s guilt or innocence, that I do not believe in permitting the prosecuting attorney—or his staff—to go unchallenged in their interpretation of a case; if the Hopkins treatment means that I believe in a fair and legal trial for all regardless of race, color or creed, if it means that I believe in trying cases on the facts without concealing testimony or without employing subterfuge, and if it means that I believe in utter frankness and do not believe in misleading juries—if the Hopkins treatment means all these things, I’m humbly proud that my efforts have not gone in vain.

Even though no evidence had been submitted in court to support his claims, Hopkins leveled an attack against Bill Bergen: “As I sat there for three weeks listening for the facts in this case to develop, I have come to the conclusion that we are trying the wrong party. The man—and I use the term loosely—who caused this tragedy has been permitted to go scot free. This target-pistol Romeo, this aviator of sorts by his deceit, subterfuge and honey-dripping promises and vows has brought about the death of his wife and the trial of Edythe Klumpp upon the charge of murder.” He was met with stony silence.

“This set-up of his beats Social Security by a mile. A wife working to support herself and a child, a second wife furnishing home, food and lodging to children—the children who, by dropping their dimes into a piggy bank, helped pay for his second honeymoon. Here was a gravy train with biscuit wheels. Bill Bergen wasn’t about to give it up. What a scene that must have been when the ‘wedding’ of Bill Bergen and Edythe Klumpp took place! Can’t you see his sadistic smile when he lied, ‘With this ring, I thee wed’?”

Juror No. 12, who had been quite facially expressive in her disdain for the defendant throughout the trial, openly scoffed at Hopkins, and he shouted, “I don’t care if you like me or not, but I am an officer of this court doing my duty. You may think I’m a fool…but I am an officer of this court and I demand that you listen to me.”

Prosecutor Hover got in the last word, telling the jury that the burning of Louise Bergen’s body could not be ignored, as the defense suggested, nor could it be separated from her murder. “Under the evidence, they are part and parcel of the same scheme,” he said. “Louise, merely killed, provides no benefit at all to Edythe and none of her personal problems. Louise, eliminated, that is, completely destroyed, solves every one of Edythe’s problems.”

He pointed at the defendant, called her a “confessed liar, adulteress, home-wrecker, burner of bodies and, the state contends, a murderer…She has proven herself inescapably a kind of social cancer which certainly cannot be either cured or endured. She must be, like that cancer, completely eliminated instead, in order to keep the healthy balance of our social order and our ideals of human decency…She is an evil woman.”

The jury got the case at 4:02 p.m. on Wednesday, July 1. About an hour later, the jury asked to be read some of Edythe’s testimony, specifically about her trips to the Sohio station. After a dinner break, at about 10:00 p.m., the jurors asked to inspect the ’56 Chevy. Judge Gusweiler explained that it would be impossible to view it that night and so sequestered them at the Netherland Hilton.

The following morning, Gusweiler sent the jury on a freight elevator to the garage. No one else was allowed on the elevator except for the jurors and the operator. Gusweiler ordered everyone out of the garage, even the garage manager, and he stood in the doorway with the sheriff so no one else could enter. Reporters peered in through the opening and watched the jurors take the skull Hopkins had introduced as evidence out of the hatbox and into the trunk of the car in various positions. They opened and closed the lid several times and examined the lock.
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Edythe’s 1956 Chevrolet was used in evidence. Cincinnati Enquirer file.

“All of the jurors then gathered around the trunk of the car and one of the men lowered the lid very slowly until it was within an inch or two of being closed,” the Post reported. “All of the jurors bent down again to inspect the lid and look closely and one of the men pointed to the spare tire well. One of the women then looked carefully at the front part of the car near the steering wheel area. One of the men slammed the trunk lid down lightly but it did not latch.”

After examining the car for a half hour, the jury returned to deliberations. Foss Hopkins waited in his office. He had little enthusiasm for a celebration of his thirty-eighth year of practice in law, especially when Harvey Woods called him from the Butler County Courthouse in Hamilton at about 8:00 p.m. Woods had been trying a first-degree murder case for the Hopkins & Hopkins firm there and had just been handed a death sentence verdict for his client, Frank Poindexter. “Instead of happiness and celebration,” Hopkins said, anticipating the worst for his own client, “there was nothing but demoralization and self-condemnation.”

An hour later, the jury signaled that it had reached a verdict after deliberating a total of thirteen hours and thirteen minutes. As the members walked into the room, they did not look toward the defendant, who sat with bowed head, staring at her hands in her lap. Some thought she was mumbling a prayer. “I was praying for strength so I wouldn’t break down,” she later said. “I told myself I wasn’t going to cry. That’s what they wanted. They wanted me to make a spectacle of myself, and I didn’t.”

Although Judge Gusweiler warned spectators that there must be no demonstration, no matter what the verdict, the room gasped at the announcement: guilty of murder in the first degree, with no recommendation for mercy. It was an automatic death penalty.


THE CHAPLAIN CALLS

Edythe Klumpp’s days as a seamstress were over the moment the jury found her guilty of first-degree murder. Her jailers had previously given her permission to use a dilapidated old sewing machine at the jail to make some of the dresses that she wore to trial and a decorative spread for her jailhouse bed. Upon her conviction, that privilege was revoked.

All prisoners at the Hamilton County Jail, according to Warden Charles Junker, were deprived of forks, knives and other sharp objects. They had to be content to handle jail food with spoons. But you can’t sew with a spoon. Upon hearing this, the Cincinnati Enquirer made a rather ghoulish call to the state prison keepers to find out if this meant that Edythe would not be able to make her own death dress. “Prisoners headed for the chair are allowed to choose the menu for their last meal,” the reporter asked. “Are they also allowed to choose their death costume?” A spokesman for the prison said that such a request would probably be granted.

In the meantime, Edythe was stuck at the Hamilton County Jail at least until after August 10, while Judge Frank M. Gusweiler took a Canadian vacation shortly after the trial ended. He would rule on a motion for a new trial when he returned, and Edythe would then be transferred to the Ohio Reformatory for Women in Marysville. Her hearing wouldn’t be until August 20. Sometime during that seemingly interminable wait, Foss Hopkins received a surprise visitor to his office: Reverend Oscar Minyard, chaplain of the county jail.

“I’ve talked quite a bit with Mrs. Klumpp before and during the trial,” he told Hopkins. “Frankly, I’ve been convinced for a long time that she was lying.”

“Welcome to the club,” Hopkins said.

“When I talked to her after the verdict, she was scared,” the minister said. “She’s scared to death, Mr. Hopkins.”

“She has every right to be.”

“I’ve been urging her to tell the truth,” Minyard said.

“She’ll never do it,” Hopkins said.

“No,” the chaplain said, “after I urged her, she was silent for a moment, then it was as if a dam had broken, Mr. Hopkins. All the emotion and frustration she had been holding in during the trial…Now she admits she lied to the police, to you and to the jury.”

“Oh, God,” Hopkins whispered. The minister nodded. As Hopkins and his secretary, Ginny Heuser, listened to his story, Hopkins said that he couldn’t help but grin with joy. The chaplain said that Edythe told him that Bill Bergen threatened the lives of her children if she didn’t go along and that he fabricated the fairy tale that Edythe Klumpp palmed off on everyone else.

“This way, nobody gets hurt,” Bill Bergen had told her, according to the minister. “Your children stay alive and the jury won’t do anything to a woman.” Hopkins, Heuser and Harvey Woods jumped into a taxi and within minutes were back in the little conference room at the county jail with Edythe Klumpp. Hopkins later wrote that he had to control himself “after the misdirected effort I had put forth on her behalf,” but instead of heaping a diatribe on his client, he treated it like the first meeting: let Edythe talk.

This time, the story had some key differences. She said that Louise Bergen’s death was not at Caldwell Circle but on Stratton Drive, a dead-end street where a subdivision was under construction in Mount Washington. More importantly, Bill Bergen was there and was a witness—perhaps even a participant—in the accident that took her life. The story got out, or at least the story that there was a story. Even before Judge Gusweiler returned from vacation, the papers started speculating that Edythe had a new story to tell, based on a rumor that she had confided to some relative. Edythe and her lawyer, however, both declined to comment and kept the secret.

Her hearing for a retrial took place on August 20. Edythe wore the black dress with a white collar and said that she had dropped twenty-five pounds since the beginning of her trial. She looked refreshed, the papers said, and followed Hopkins’s arguments closely.

Hopkins asked for a new trial on four main grounds: lack of proof of venue, misconduct by Juror No. 12, an error in admitting Edythe’s confession and prosecutorial misconduct for calling Hopkins’s defense in his final arguments “the Hopkins treatment.” “I made one of the biggest mistakes of my life when I left no. 12 on the jury,” Hopkins said. “When a juror can enter a courtroom in a death case with a smile on her face, there is something wrong.”

“As early as the third or fourth day of the trial,” Hopkins went on, “during Mr. [sic] Cleveland’s testimony, it became evident to every fair-minded person in the courtroom that here was a prejudiced and unfair juror who should not sit on any jury and in particular where someone’s life was involved.” He noted, “Audible remarks were made by Juror No. 12 and could be heard at counsel table and the kindly looks and smiles she bestowed upon the prosecuting attorney’s staff, coupled with the frowns and expressions of disapproval cast toward the defendant and defense counsel, left no other interpretation that Juror No. 12 had her mind made up.”

He said charges should be brought against Eugene Moore and Wilbert Stagenhorst for preventing Edythe from seeing a lawyer. He also criticized “the red carpet treatment” given to Bill Bergen, citing the “two or three highballs” he had with the prosecutor’s staff the night before his testimony. His arguments took Schoettmer to task for saying that his client was getting “the Hopkins treatment” and commenting on Edythe’s reputation. Hopkins did not bring up the amended confession at the hearing but instead waited until the judge rendered his decision on August 28.

Edythe sobbed silently at the defense table as she awaited the arrival of Judge Gusweiler, who said that the only motion that even deserved his comment was the charge against the jury, and even then, he decided, “there was no misconduct.” “The jury in this case individually and collectively did a magnificent job under extreme pressure,” he added. “They discharged their duty in the most commendable and conscientious manner…We need more people like them.”

Hopkins said that Edythe trembled at his side while the judge spoke, her eyes brimming with tears. When he asked Edythe if she had anything to say before he passed sentence, she shook her head and looked at Hopkins. Hopkins explained to the court that when he took the case, he did not believe Edythe’s story either, but she stuck to it and he felt it his duty to go to trial with it. He said that it was not until after her conviction and the visit from Reverend Minyard that he learned the new story; he had it read into the court record. He said that he had hired private detectives to corroborate her new story but that they had not been able to do so at the time.

Hover moved that the new confession and the alleged certificate be stricken from the record. “During the trial, the prosecution observed that the defense was improvised day-by-day and point-by-point,” he said. “At the moment, I see no reason to change that observation.”

Gusweiler overruled the motion, saying the defendant could introduce whatever she liked in a proceeding like this. Then he turned to Edythe: “I see nothing to alter the verdict which was based on the evidence and the law and was a clear and just one.” Edythe’s first date with Old Sparky was set: December 15, 1959.

After the session, Hopkins told reporters that he forgot to mention to the court that Edythe was not only willing to take a test with “truth serum” (sodium amytal, now known as amobarbital) but also would insist on one and would let the state name the doctor. When they asked Hover for comment, he simply said that she would soon be in the custody of the state, quietly washing his hands of the notion.

Bill Bergen, reached at his home in Washington, D.C., where he now had a government computer programming job for the Department of the Navy, said that he was surprised by this new version of the story. “I have nothing to worry about,” he said. “I didn’t do it. She is grasping at straws. I guess people do that in this sort of situation.”

Hover reminded the press that Bergen was carefully checked out during the investigation and passed polygraph tests, although he did not mention that it took him two tries. “Bergen had no part whatsoever in this killing other than he happened to be the man Edythe wanted to keep,” he told the press, ridiculing the new story as “part of the Hopkins treatment.”


A CONFESSION RESTITCHED


When the police first started to question Bill is when the story I gave the police was first made up. I was building up an alibi for him. It was an accident. He didn’t mean to kill her. He said they wouldn’t believe him. He said I shouldn’t say we were married, that I shouldn’t tell them I was pregnant.

It’s just one little lie, then another little lie, then another one. He told me that if I stuck to that story everything would be alright, that everybody would know it was an accident and that I couldn’t have done it, that it wasn’t possible for me to have done it, and that I didn’t have to worry because I would get out of it.

After I gave the story at police headquarters and when Bill was brought down there, I told him I couldn’t go through with it because of the children. He told me I had better think of the children and if I valued my own kids, I’d go along.

Louise Bergen called me on October 30 in the afternoon about 10 minutes to five. Louise said she wanted to see me and it was important; she wanted to see me right away.

I called Bill to see if he was coming over for supper because he comes home sometimes on Thursdays for supper. Sometimes he stays at the office, then comes right to school. So then, we got to talking and I told him I was going to meet Louise and I said I thought he ought to meet, too. If there was anything to say we could get it all said at one time.

He suggested that he pick her up [at Swifton Center] and I would meet them behind the Mount Washington Theater as soon as I could get there. I stopped to get gas and then ran into Albers’ [grocery store].

I guess I got there about 5:45. They got out of his car and got into mine. They were arguing when they got into my car. Louise sat in the front seat with me and Bill in the back. The argument got so bad at one time that Bill slapped her. That was when she started telling me of some of the things he had done and that ever since two weeks after they were married he had been running around.

They were arguing more about money. She wanted another hundred dollars.

I started driving and I was sick. I had to go to the bathroom.

This was right before we turned down Four Mile Road, when I told Bill I wanted to look for a gas station because I wanted to go to the restroom. He was in a foul mood.

He said, “Just pull back in that new subdivision and you can go there.” I stopped and got out of the car and went to relieve myself. I jumped out real quick and she said, “Will you be alright? Do you want me to go with you?”

I said, “No, I’ll be alright,” and I ran real quick across the road and into the bushes and trees and was ill. I started back and there was a log there. I felt so weak, so I sat down on the log. Seems like an eternity, only a few minutes. Maybe five minutes. I was away from the car about five minutes, I guess. I was very upset because of the way they were arguing.

She had been crying before I got out of the car. She asked him for a hankie and he told her there was a Kleenex in the glove compartment. About a week before that Bill had been down on the riverbank shooting and when he finished he put the gun in the glove compartment.

When we were on the riverbank he was loading it, and when we finished he wiped the gun off. He even wiped the inside off.

He was kind of worried about me. I’d been having fainting spells for a few weeks since I found out he was married. And he was looking out the window watching me and then she leaned over and opened the glove compartment. He turned around to look at her, and she had turned around in the seat and had the gun in her hand. She was holding it with both hands.

He didn’t think: He just reached over and grabbed her wrist. The way she was sitting she was off balance and he knocked her over. As she fell over the gun when up under her chin and went off. He couldn’t have hit her on the head. Her head was down on the seat.

When I came back, Bill was in the back seat. He was laying over the front seat, leaning over her, and I saw blood. Her head was all bloody. I don’t know what he was doing. I didn’t see anything in his hand. I didn’t see the gun. I think I started screaming. I got excited and I passed out. I went down on the ground. Cracked my head. It was up above my hair.

Bill was bringing me to. When I came to he was patting my face. After I came to, I looked at her again and felt her pulse and then I started running down the road.

He said, “Where are you going?”

I said, “I’m going to get help.”

He came and grabbed me. He said, “If you know what’s good for you, you’ll get back here.” Bill told me to get back there or I would get some of the same thing. He took me by the arm and pulled me back. I went back to the car and started shaking her.

I got in the back seat and leaned over and checked her heart. I checked her pulse. I started to shake her—took her by the shoulders and started to shake her. I screamed. I kept screaming. I kept wondering who was screaming. I was so upset I guess that is why I was shaking her.

Bill was outside the car. He opened the trunk and told me to help him. He said, “We’ve got to get that body in the trunk.”

I said, “I can’t.” I kept saying, “What happened?”

He said, “I’ll tell you later.”

When I wouldn’t [touch Louise], he started yelling at me that I had to help him. I was crying and he took hold of her feet and pulled her out of the front seat. Her head got squashed; it hit on the cement. He turned her around and tried to get her in the trunk. Then he’d get her head in and go to put her feet in, and her feet would fall out. He’d get the feet in and the head would fall out, and he kept saying, “Come on and help me,” and I said, “I can’t.”

And he said, “Stupid, come on and help me.”

So finally he got her head in and he said, “Lift her feet in.” So I lifted her feet in. He went to close the trunk and it wouldn’t close. He pushed her head around some way so her head turned away. He pushed her head away a little more back and it was closed.

He said to take him back to his car. I drove Bill back to the show and he got in the car. He said he was going to clean himself up and go to Mel Abrams’ house and I should go to school. I didn’t want to go to school but he insisted that I had to go.

He said, “You gotta. If you don’t they’ll think it’s funny. You gotta go and act like nothing happened.” It would look funny if I didn’t go, is what he said.

I went home to change my clothes. When I shook her, I must have got blood on them. There were splatters of blood on my sweater and on my face and a little bit on my skirt. Jill said, “What on earth happened?” I said, “I had a nosebleed.”

After I taught school, I called Bill and he said I should go on home and he would be there shortly.

I was upstairs with the kids. I woke up Joanne crying. I was praying. Joanne woke up and says, “Mommy, what can’t be?”

I said, “Go back to sleep.”

He came home. We sat up and talked. Then, I got up and made him coffee. I kept running up to check on the kids and I’d go in and check the baby. He’d say, “Sit down.” Bill said, “We’ve got to get rid of the body…We’ll put it in the river.” He wanted to know how to get down to the river, the closest place to get down to the river.

I said, “Over where we were target practicing the week before there was some kind of plant, a water plant or something. So many people working and houses all around. Somebody would see us.”

The only places I could think of down by the river were boat docks. They have roads that go down. I knew different men that had boats down there. I said, “Somebody might be in one of those boats and see us.”

He said, “Let’s go to Winton Woods.”

I said, “There’s rangers out there. I don’t know how late they work.”

He said, “Let’s go to Sharon Woods.”

I said, “There’s rangers there, too.”

He said, “We’ll think of some place.”

I said, “There’s Lake Cowan. There’s nobody around out there ’cause they don’t even have a lifeguard.”

He said, “How far is it?”

I said, “I don’t know. About two hours maybe.”

He said, “Well, come on. We’ll go out there.”

He went down to [the garage] to get a rope. When we were ready to go, I said, “What are you going to do with the [gas] can?” It was from the lawnmower.

He said, “We might need it.”

We rode around and around and around and tried to get to the lake. None of the roads were close enough to the lake and he couldn’t lift her because she was too heavy. So he said, “We’ll have to burn it up.”

So he got the body out of the trunk and he kept saying, “Come on. Help me get the body. Help me lift.” I was sick. He got the body out. It was stiff. He kept rolling it over and over. He just kept flipping it. He cussed me because I wouldn’t help.

I heard keys rattle. I was thinking I ought to take the keys out, but I thought, no, if the keys are in they’ll know who it is and then her mother will know. All I ever kept thinking about was what it was going to be on her mother. I thought it would be easier that way. It would be better to know she was dead.

Then he got the body down there and he put some papers out of the trunk on it and he put some rags that were laying in the trunk, poured gas on it and lit it. The flame just shot way up. Looked like Moses’ burning bush.

I jumped in the car and started the motor. He got in the car and we went on up the road. I got sick. Then we got lost again. We got on this long, white road again. So we were on the wrong road. I found her shoes in the front seat. I threw one out. We turned around in the driveway and Bill threw the other one out. I threw her glasses out. Her purse, Bill said to wait, see what’s in it.

When we got home, he looked through it, took out some of the papers and the rest of the stuff that he wanted and said, “Burn it.”

Bill was afraid the gas might not have been enough to keep her from being identified and he said we would go back the next day and re-burn the body.

He said his wife’s mother had called him and he couldn’t go with me but I would have to do it. The first time he called and said he had to help them check hospitals and that he would make it later and then he called me back and said he wouldn’t be able to make it at all.

He said, “I can’t get away ’cause it’ll look funny. Go get some gas and go up and put more gas on her.”

I argued with him. I said, “I can’t do it.”

He said, “You gotta do it. Just forget everything. Just remember you gotta do it.”

That is when I took the kids and got the two cans of gasoline, the round can and the other can. I started up to re-burn the body. I got pretty far. I got almost to the road where you turn off the main road to go back. I turned around shortly before where you turn off Montgomery Road. I couldn’t do it. He called me later and wanted to know if I went up there and I said yes.

I went up to that circle in Mount Washington to see if she had glasses on. The glasses weren’t on her. Went to see if they fell on the road.

I did not see Bill Bergen use the monkey wrench, but it was laying on the floor in the back seat of the car. It had blood on it, on the end. When I cleaned the car out I stuck it down in the bucket of water. I cleaned the car out the next morning, that is, the 31st.

I was trying to get the blood off of everything. I didn’t wipe the monkey wrench too good. There was still grease on it. I just stuck it down in the water.



See “Note from the Author” at the end of this book.


TRUTH SERUM

Edythe Klumpp took a throw pillow with her so that she could rest her head on the long ride to the Ohio State Penitentiary in Columbus.

Hamilton County Jail matron Clara Sullivan had awakened the prisoner at 5:00 a.m. on Thursday, September 3. Edythe collected her few personal belongings, put them in a pillowcase and then said goodbye to the other fifteen women in the jail, all of whom got out of bed ninety minutes early to see her off. On the way downstairs to the station wagon that would carry her to prison, she expressed her disappointment to Sullivan that her son Jack, who was in the U.S. Air Force, had not yet arrived. The Red Cross had arranged a leave for him, but he didn’t get there in time.

Vern Cook, the deputy sheriff who drove the car, said that he turned the radio up a little, just loud enough for Edythe and his wife, Garnetta, to hear in the back seat. The popular sentimental ballad “The Three Bells” by the Browns began playing just as they entered the town of Mount Sterling. The tune documents the three stages of life of “little Jimmy Brown,” and a bell rings for his birth, his marriage and his death. Edythe cried a little when it played, Cook said, but the trip passed quietly otherwise. Edythe wore the familiar black dress, without handcuffs.

At the state penitentiary, she was officially entered into the state corrections system, given the number 108278 and then transferred to the Reformatory for Women in Marysville. She stayed in a part of the complex known as “the Quarantine,” where new inmates are kept until they are assigned a job and a cell in the general population. Women on their way to the electric chair were never processed into Marysville’s mainstream population. Edythe would not leave the Quarantine until she was either granted clemency or shuttled back to Columbus to meet her fate.
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Edythe begins her journey to the Ohio Reformatory for Women. Cincinnati Enquirer file.

She had a large day room, vast enough to be a hospital ward, by herself. Her cell was only a few paces away. She ate her meals alone, under the watchful eyes of the guards and matrons. The radio played constantly, out of reach for her to control. She was not allowed contact with the other inmates, but she could watch them move about the prison grounds. She spent her days embroidering, drawing, painting and working puzzles.

Because the First District Court of Appeals had the narrow function of simply determining whether the defendant received a fair trial, Hopkins did not present the new confession when it met in January 1960. On February 2, the court, a panel of three judges, upheld the conviction. Edythe Klumpp heard the news on the radio. A prison nurse also heard the broadcast and rushed to her side to find Edythe weeping uncontrollably.

“I don’t know why I cried,” she told the Post. “For days, I had actually been hoping that I wouldn’t win the appeal for a new trial. I don’t think I could have stood going back to Cincinnati and going through the trial all over again. Yet at the same time, I was afraid I would lose the appeal. Then when I heard the announcement on the radio, I couldn’t help myself. I didn’t feel sad, exactly. I felt, well, not relieved but like something that I had been waiting for a long time had finally happened.”

Two weeks later, the appeals court gave her a second death date: May 16. The Ohio Supreme Court, however, would soon grant an indefinite stay of execution until all of her appeals ran out at the state level. Hopkins filed a more detailed appeal with the high court; although he was still focused on issues of prosecutorial misconduct, he did not include complaints against Juror No. 12. It also did not include the new confession.

The high court dismissed the appeal, saying that Hopkins did not present any constitutional grounds for retrial. Edythe got her third death date: June 17, 1961. Edythe took this new hit rather more stoically. Martha Wheelright, the superintendent of the reformatory, described her as “composed and philosophical.” “It didn’t seem to hit her the way the appeals court decision against her did,” Wheelright reported. “Either that, or sometimes these things don’t hit until later,” so prison officials would keep an eye on her and give her some company until “the period of emotional stress passed.”

Governor Michael V. DiSalle made his first statement on the case after the rejection, saying that if Hopkins did not file a new appeal, he would prepare to begin clemency hearings. Even though the governor said that he would not enter the case until the legal fight concluded, Edythe took great encouragement in his interest, especially after DiSalle visited murderer Frank Poindexter in the Ohio Penitentiary. He was convicted on the same day as Edythe and was represented by one of Hopkins’s associates; DiSalle commuted the man’s death sentence. Edythe said that she “prayed for divine providence” and a personal interview with the governor.

In June, the Ohio Supreme Court denied a rehearing of the case and gave her an indefinite stay of execution so Hopkins could take the case to the United States Supreme Court. Edythe’s confidence was shaken only a little. “I didn’t kill her,” she said in a Columbus Dispatch interview later that week. “I figure it’s going to come out alright.”

Edythe had become a grandmother while she was in the reformatory, her famous blond hair having gone gray. Her face seemed older but still vivacious, the Dispatch said, and she had put on about forty pounds since she was first thrust into the public eye.

Her jailers said that she has maintained a “serene attitude” generally, except for occasional bouts with the blues. In his comments to the press, Hopkins also seemed stricken with the blues but was determined to plunge ahead. “I’ll continue to move heaven and earth to save her,” he vowed. But he also admitted that he would not be breaking the news to her, almost as if he couldn’t face her. “She knows of it through the newspapers,” he said. “It’s bad enough without me writing her anything.”

On October 17, 1960, the United States Supreme Court refused to hear her case. A petition for a rehearing was denied without comment a month later, and on November 30, the Ohio Supreme Court gave Edythe her fourth death date: December 9, 1960.

Governor DiSalle said that he was surprised at the close date, as the court usually sets them thirty days ahead and immediately granted a thirty-day stay of execution so that he and the parole board could examine the case thoroughly. Her fifth death date was set: January 6, 1961.

Although the high court bailiff said that there wasn’t any policy on setting execution dates, which were at the discretion of the judges, Hopkins was also critical of the court for setting an execution only ten days out. “They should know better than other people how much time is needed for us to bring all the facts before the commission and the governor,” he said. “What’s the hurry?”

The Pardon and Parole Commission met on December 22. This was Edythe’s next-to-last chance for a new trial and/or freedom, and Hopkins was finally able to bring out the new confession again. “The board, agonizingly aware of its responsibility, heard me out,” Hopkins said, “listening to me with great and lonely patience. I suggested to this body that I myself would pay for a truth serum test to point up and establish my client’s account of the slaying, I told them I would personally finance the test not as a lawyer, but as a private citizen, because as long as capital punishment is on the statute books, we had better be mighty sure what we’re doing and certain that we have the true facts…because electrocution is irrevocable…What has the state got to lose by giving her the test?”

He continued, “Mrs. Klumpp’s original yarn was a complete fabrication. I went through the first trial because my investigation could not bring forth one way or the other any proof as to its truth or falsity. You should recommend clemency. I feel that a man by the name of William Bergen is over his head in this crime.”

Edythe’s mother, Fann, also appeared before the board, weeping so uncontrollably in her plea for her daughter’s life that by the time she was finished, she had to be escorted from the room. A sister also pleaded, “Her children need a mother. I can’t take her place. Now they can go and see her. What will happen to these children?”

Hover told the panel, “If this fantastic version is correct, the woman is innocent. She should not be commuted, but pardoned,” but then went on to maintain her guilt and the fairness of her trial.

Two days before Christmas 1960, the commission delivered a split decision, three to two, denying clemency. The January 6 death date would stand—sadly for Edythe, as it happened to be Jill Klumpp’s nineteenth birthday. Governor DiSalle would also turn fifty-three that day.

One of the swing voters—Colonel William Vance—included a recommendation that the governor should stay the execution and try the truth serum on Edythe. “Because of the finality of death and the inability of society to correct an awful mistake and finite judgment after death has sealed the door,” Vance wrote to DiSalle, “I feel that every precaution should be taken before taking the life of a person who may be innocent, however remote the probability of such innocence may be. I left the personal interview with Edythe Klumpp with the definite impression that she was not deliberately lying and was probably telling the truth.” Vance also noted that he disagreed with the courts that upheld that her original confession was voluntary.

“I immediately began to review the case,” DiSalle wrote in his book The Power of Life and Death, his memoir regarding the death penalty cases that passed his desk as governor of Ohio. “I spent both Christmas and New Year’s Day reading the long transcript of the trial, Edythe Klumpp’s revised story and the various reports of the state Highway Patrol’s investigation. On January 18, I asked the highway patrol to reinvestigate certain phases of Louise Bergen’s death, in cooperation with the office of Prosecutor C. Watson Hover of Hamilton County.”

In light of the discrepancies between Edythe’s court testimony and other evidence, particularly the timeline of events, he asked the Ohio Highway Patrol to focus on four areas:

•   If the murder had taken place on Caldwell Circle, Mrs. Klumpp would have spent eighty-seven minutes driving there and back from Mount Washington, when the total elapsed time was ninety minutes. “This would have left just three minutes to kill Mrs. Bergen and stuff her body in the trunk.” The fact that she manipulated the body on her own “seemed dubious to me at the outset.”

•   If Louise had been alive when her incineration had begun, could she have survived in the car trunk for eighteen hours?

•   If Mrs. Klumpp had single-handedly disposed of Louise Bergan’s body on the morning of October 31, why hadn’t the workers been aware of the smoke, fire and odor when they were only some thirty yards from the spot?

•   If Mrs. Klumpp did not leave Cincinnati until after 10:00 a.m. on the thirty-first, how could Chester Davis have found the women’s shoes on Cowan Creek Bridge at 9:30 a.m.?

The Ohio Highway Patrol did not actually reopen the case at that time, but someone from the patrol did give DiSalle a copy of the 950-page report prepared by Patrolman Robert Dunbar, which the governor said “helped to clear up some things.” Edythe’s new story was an even bigger help; it was more consistent with the evidence, save for Bergen’s lie detector test. “Although she had not even been aware of the puzzles presented by her trial testimony,” DiSalle wrote, “Edythe Klumpp solved them all with her revised statement.”

On New Year’s Eve, less than a week from the latest death date, Hopkins went with Fann Reis, all four of Edythe’s children and her half-sister, Barbara Ankeny, to see Governor DiSalle in his statehouse office, a last-ditch effort to save his client’s life. The children begged and cried mournfully for their mother’s life. DiSalle took Mrs. Reis aside for a private conversation after she broke down twice. “Edythe told me she did not kill Mrs. Bergen,” her mother said. “I am confused—I had so much to tell you and now I can’t think of a thing.”

“I made a more dispassionate plea,” Hopkins said, “but to no avail. The Governor, courteous and attentive, gave us no indication what his final verdict may be.”

After listening to their pleas, DiSalle turned to the newsmen in the room. “Well,” he said, “who would like to trade jobs with me?” Prior to the family’s visit, the governor had already been to Marysville to meet with Edythe three times, including one visit of more than four hours on New Year’s Eve. She was the fourth condemned prisoner whom DiSalle had personally interviewed in his two years in office and one of six capital cases to come before him. Of the three prior to Edythe, he commuted two sentences and let one go to the chair. He wanted to make one more visit, this time to give Edythe a dose of sodium amytal—“truth serum.”

On January 4, 1961, Ohio governor Michael V. DiSalle and Ohio State University College of Medicine associate professor of psychiatry Dr. Milton Parker went to Marysville (formally Ohio) Reformatory for Women to interview Edythe Klumpp, arriving at about 2:00 p.m.
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Edythe at the Ohio Reformatory for Women in Marysville. Cincinnati Enquirer file.

In DiSalle’s visits to see the convicted torch murderer, he had accumulated nearly five hours of audio tape of her story about the death of Louise Bergen on October 30, 1958. He had been immersed in the case for more than a month now, having met with members of the Cincinnati police and the Ohio Highway Patrol who investigated the death, the prosecutors who tried the case, the lawyers who defended Edythe Klumpp and Edythe Klumpp’s family. He said he spent long hours on the case, listening to tapes and studying transcripts “until my eyes became bloodshot and ready to drop out.” He believed that she made up a story about Louise Bergen’s death and the gruesome disposal of her body on the shore of Cowan Lake. He believed that she feared retribution by Bill Bergen, and he believed the second confession that implicated Bill Bergen in the death and disposal of his wife.

So he brought Dr. Parker along to administer sodium amytal, a fast-acting hypnotic sedative that had been in use since the 1930s. Like the polygraph test, it was not used as legal evidence and would be ruled inadmissible by the U.S. Supreme Court in 1963. But it was sometimes used as an aid to interrogation by putting the patient or prisoner in a state of twilight sleep where the impulse to tell a lie would be suppressed. Even then there was a difference of opinion about its reliability. Some psychiatrists likened it to alcohol in that it did release inhibitions—but a good liar would still be a good liar under its influence.

Parker had participated in more than two hundred “truth serum” interrogations but was not as immersed in the case as the governor. He listened to a tape from one of the governor’s previous visits and glanced at the case file on the ride to Marysville. He said that her lie detector test would have been inconclusive at best because she would have been upset by what had gone on before and the surroundings, agitated by the interrogations and feeling guilty about her part in the unfolding drama.

Parker acknowledged that truth serum tests were not infallible but took the exact opposite approach to polygraph tests, which were also not infallible. The polygraph tests were designed to “upset and startle,” to cause stress by asking accusatory questions and then analyzing the prisoner’s reaction, whereas the truth serum sessions were designed to eliminate stress, to put the prisoner at ease and into a reduced level of consciousness where she could not defend herself by lying.

Although there had already been talk of truth serum tests by her attorney, who went so far as to say she “would insist upon it,” Edythe was reluctant to participate when they got there. She said she feared being dubbed a liar again if the test went as poorly as her polygraph tests.

“But I became convinced that she hesitated because of the love of her children,” DiSalle said, “that she feared to take the test because she would tell the truth as she told it to me and involve Bergen, thus endangering her children. She would rather have died in the chair.”

Edythe was transferred to the prison clinic, where she put on a gown and lay flat on a table. Dr. Parker inserted an IV needle in her arm and began dripping the sodium amytal. In low, sleepy tones, Edythe told of coming out of a thicket to find Bill Bergen leaning over the bloody body of Louise Bergen.


A NEW SENTENCE

At 4:00 p.m. on Wednesday, January 4, just forty-eight hours before the scheduled execution of his client, Foss Hopkins got a call from Governor DiSalle’s office requesting his immediate presence in Columbus. He tried to pump for details but could gather only that C. Watson Hover had been invited as well. “You can bet your life it’s about the Klumpp case,” he told his wife, Anne, on the phone. “If you want to go, be ready in 20 minutes.”

Hopkins and his wife were there by 7:00 p.m. The governor’s outer office was “a madhouse” of reporters, television cameras and radio microphones, Hopkins said. But they all had to wait an hour for the governor to arrive. He walked into the room with an entourage that Hopkins didn’t recognize. The lawyers followed him into the inner office and to the governor’s desk. Without any cordialities, he went straight to business, telling them where he had been and noting that he wanted both counsel to hear it.

When he flicked the switch, the room fell silent, with more dramatic tension than Hopkins could describe, “a drama no playwright could have manufactured.” He added, “For most of us it was a weird, spine-tingling experience. But not for Hover. He sat chain-smoking in a chair much too large for him. His face was white and frozen. He eyes stared intently at the tape recorder as it spun out Mrs. Klumpp’s account of Mrs. Bergen’s death. The tape played for 90 minutes, punctuated only by Hover’s periodic snorts of disgust and outraged belief.” Hover and Schoettmer interrupted the tape several times and said that they did not believe what Edythe was saying.

When the tape finished, “Governor DiSalle said he thought Mrs. Klumpp was innocent,” Hopkins said. “Dr. Parker said he thought so, too. The governor said he would commute the sentence. I was hearing what I had prayed for. I was at the end of the road.”

But Hover jumped to his feet, staring at the governor in disbelief. He moved his mouth, but no words came out for a tense moment before the room erupted in shouts and accusations. “The prosecutors tried to cross examine the governor,” Hopkins told the press. “They also tried to cross examine Dr. Parker. The governor and Dr. Parker became incensed. The fur flew. I have never heard anything like it. Everyone was shouting at everyone else, everyone, that is, but the governor. Dr. Parker and Hover argued with vehemence the merits and lack of merits of truth serum.”

“If you really believe the killing was accidental,” Hover said, “why don’t you just give her a full pardon?”

“Well, don’t push me,” DiSalle said.

When the governor said that the prosecution needed to reinvestigate Bill Bergen, Hover said, “Give me one shred of evidence that he did it.”

“Well, she says he did,” the governor replied.

“Then you believe her, a convicted murderer, when Bergen had six lie detector tests and came out clean, and the police gave her seven tests, all showing that she was lying?” DiSalle said that if Bergen was involved, he should be prosecuted. “Let your attorney general do it!” Hover snapped sarcastically.

At one point, after earlier heaping praise on Schoettmer for being “a terrific trial lawyer,” the governor accused him of using his wife and mother to help get the conviction against Mrs. Klumpp. The governor produced a Cincinnati Enquirer story on the trial sideshow that told how Schoettmer’s mother would pass notes to him suggesting questions. Schoettmer sprang to his feet and, according to Hopkins, had to be restrained by one of the entourage when “he approached the governor in a manner that can only be described as threatening.” Schoettmer got in the governor’s face, saying that his wife was never in the courtroom while the trial was going on, that his mother had been helping him since he was born and that he appreciated it.

“That’s a fine sentiment,” the governor said, but he noted that Schoettmer should care more about justice than about winning cases. Another shouting match ensued.

“All the while,” Hopkins noted, “spinning rapidly, the tape spun on the tape recorder, and having run its length, twirled uselessly with a flap-flap-flapping noise.” When a sudden silence fell on the room, the noise became apparent, and DiSalle flicked the switch to turn the machine off.

Then, Hopkins said, “never once raising his voice above a conversational level…[DiSalle] explained with patience as one might explain to an unruly kindergarten class the wonder of the stars that Colonel Vance of the parole board also recommended the use of truth serum” or any other means available to “learn the true facts.”

While the prosecutor and his team seethed in angry silence, DiSalle called Washington, D.C., and told Bill Bergen about the truth serum interview. DiSalle said that he believed Bergen was guilty of the slaying, though not that the killing was premeditated. DiSalle urged him to come back to Cincinnati and “clear the slate” and noted that he would help him in any way possible. But Bergen, now remarried “to a teenage girl,” Hopkins said, “wanted no part of the fun and games.”

DiSalle then called together a hasty late-night press conference to discuss his findings and his commutation of Edythe’s sentence. Hover stormed out “white-lipped with anger,” flanked by Melvin Rueger and Harry Schoettmer, without comment.

Along with the commutation of the sentence from death to life, DiSalle said that he might ask the Ohio Highway Patrol to reopen the investigation. “There is the possibility of her being pardoned within a few months,” he said, “but the first degree murder sentence could also be reduced to a lesser crime. However, any consideration of a pardon would have to be resolved after reinvestigation of the case, either by the Hamilton County Prosecutor’s Office or the state patrol.” He noted, however, that Hover said that as far as his office was concerned, the case was closed.

Hopkins said that he and his wife, Anne, lingered in the governor’s office until they were alone with him. “Long day,” Hopkins said. The governor nodded. “Governor?”

“Yes?”

“I’ve been a Republican and a Protestant all my life—up to now,” Hopkins said. “But after watching you work and the way you conducted yourself tonight, I am going to become a Democrat and I am going to join the Catholic Church.”

“Welcome to the Democratic Party,” he said seriously, but Hopkins saw the twinkle in his eye. “But for God’s sake, don’t ruin our church.”

Hopkins, reflecting on his feelings as he drove back to Cincinnati after 1:00 a.m., said, “I had no feeling of elation or the warmth of victory. It was rather that a great weight had been lifted from my shoulders and that I had been released from a responsibility which was almost too much for anyone to bear. I had walked hand in hand with this death verdict for the past 18 months. For the first time in my life I was near the breaking point. A feeling of peace and thankfulness descended upon me.”

The next morning, Hover told reporters that he had lost his sense of humor that evening, saying that the meeting “was no ‘waltz me around again, Willie’ session.” The whole farce was not about guilt or innocence, he said, but about the governor’s feelings against capital punishment and his reluctance to see a mother executed. “Everything he did was an effort to rationalize his decision,” Hover said. “During the whole proceeding, it was obvious the governor had made up his mind before he even got the truth serum test, and that was a joke. It looked like the governor was looking for some sort of agreement with the prosecution, and he got none.”

He scoffed at the idea of going after Bill Bergen or asking him to take a test. “We knew all about Bergen a year and a half ago,” he said. “The governor says it was accidental homicide and accidental homicide is no crime. That’s why I said he ought to pardon Mrs. Klumpp if he thinks it was accidental.” Bergen told the Cincinnati Post that he’d be willing to take the test but reiterated that he was not present when his wife was killed or when her body was set on fire at Cowan Lake.

Edythe was, of course, jubilant. To her, the entire interview with the governor and the doctor seemed like a dream. She stayed groggy the rest of the day and slept through the night, so she didn’t hear about the commutation of her sentence until Thursday morning. Her first reaction was to fix her hair. There would be company.

“The threat of death was gone and woman’s vanity asserted itself immediately,” Jack McDonald wrote in the Enquirer. “She made her jailers promise not to let anyone in to see her until she looked nice.” Her cell had a “gay, almost festive atmosphere,” he wrote. “Her grey eyes were merry. She wore a smile that seemed to recharge itself.”

“Now, no one can say to my kids, ‘Your mother was a murderess,’” she said. “It would have been terrible for them. And it would have been hard to say goodbye to them.” She seemed to have kind words for everyone—her lawyer, the governor and even Bill Bergen. “Poor Bill,” she said. “He’s so confused. I feel sorry for him.”

Martha Wheeler, Marysville superintendent, said that she’d leave the security cell door open to accommodate the flow of traffic. Edythe seemed to shrink back a little, surprised. “Oh, can you?” she said. “Thank you very much. But of course, I won’t go outside.”

Wheeler said that Edythe would stay in the security cell for a few days to “unwind” and then would be assigned to live in one of the regular buildings and be given a job. “Please, no more sewing!” Edythe said. “There are so many things I’d like to do and learn now. I want to take typing and art and of course I’d like to attend Rev. Decker’s Bible class.” She was also glad that she would now be able to go to chapel on Sundays. “It’s kind of important to me,” she said.
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Edythe looks out the window at the reformatory. Cincinnati Enquirer file.


FRESH EVIDENCE

The Cincinnati Enquirer showed no mercy to Ohio governor Michael V. DiSalle the day after news broke that he had commuted Edythe Klumpp’s death sentence. “Governor DiSalle probably will be subjected to scalding criticism for his handling of the Edythe Klumpp case, and he will merit it,” the paper editorialized on the day of Edythe’s final, abandoned death date. The newspaper wasn’t pleased that DiSalle interfered with the course of justice. Regardless of his own feelings on capital punishment, it argued, he knew that there was a death penalty when he took the job, and he should honor it.

“We no longer need police, courts, juries or judges,” one letter to the editor said. “The Great DiSalle will see that justice is served. He will simply give the accused a spoonful of truth serum.”

“The flood of invective, criticism and abuse that inundated my office swept away the considerable number of letters and telegrams praising my stand,” DiSalle said. “Some excoriated me for having set myself above the conclusions of the courts and jurors, ignoring the fact that my conclusions were based on evidence that had not been considered by any judge or jury.”

The Warren County Bar Association went so far as to take a vote, ten to five, censuring him for using sodium amytal as the basis for making a legal decision. He responded by sending them his thirteen-page white paper detailing the reasons for his decision, but he pointedly said that he wasn’t asking for them to withdraw their resolution. Hover’s office also received a copy, which was received “without excitement,” the Enquirer said. “I haven’t had a chance to go over it minutely,” Hover said, “but I’m sure that if we give this paper the intensive checking we gave the State Highway Patrol report, we could establish that there is practically no value to it.”

The Cincinnati Post would later run the entire text of the white paper, taking up a full inside page jumping off page 1. The Enquirer published a twenty-inch story about the paper on page 1, above the fold.

The rancor even infiltrated the Ohio legislature. One week after the commutation, Republican state senator John W. Brown introduced a bill to prohibit the use of “truth serums” to obtain information “in securing convictions, reprieves, commutations or pardons.” The governor derided the bill as “cheap publicity for a rather mediocre politician” and lashed out at Brown, calling him “one man in public life I wouldn’t believe with or without sodium amytal.”

DiSalle said that he was receiving vast amounts of mail over the issue, some on his side and others not, but the most vitriolic mail came from Cincinnati, some of the letters filled with charges ranging from having interest in Edythe Klumpp to having received a $60,000 bribe. Indeed, the bitterness of the Cincinnati mail convinced DiSalle that it would have been impossible for her to have gotten a fair trial in the Queen City.

However, the same day as the first harsh editorial was printed, the Cincinnati Post published the entire transcript from Edythe’s truth serum interview. That transcript told essentially the same story that she told Hopkins the day that the chaplain tipped him off, but it added more detail. One of the new details dug another rabbit hole in Foss Hopkins’s Wonderland. Late in the interview, DiSalle asked her what she did when she got back to Cincinnati after aborting the return trip to Cowan Lake that Friday morning.

“I went up to that circle in Mt. Washington to see if she had glasses on,” she said. “The glasses weren’t on her. Went to see if they fell on the road.”

“As far as I was concerned,” Hopkins said, “the most important reader of that transcript was Deputy Sheriff Irwin Schulte.” That detail rang a bell in the deputy’s memory, so he went back into the records and found that on the evening of October 30, 1958, he accepted a pair of glasses, a portion of necklace and a pair of child’s bloody shorts that had been found on Stratton Drive. A fellow named William Bayes, a contractor working in the Riverview Heights Subdivision, discovered the items while making security rounds.

“It was Halloween time,” he told the Post, “and I usually spend all or most of the night there…cruise around to watch out for pranksters and vandals…I went up Stratton Drive and when I started to turn around in the circle, my lights flashed on this enormous pool of blood and these other things. There was no house on the circle then.” He thought it might be a prank, but it was definitely blood, so he called the Anderson Township Rangers, who gave the items to Schulte.

Deputy Schulte remembered logging the items and sending them to the Kettering Crime Laboratory, so he made a phone call to find out what happened after that and tracked them to, of all places, the Hamilton County Prosecutor’s Office. The evidence sat at Kettering Crime Labs for several months until Hover’s investigator Don Roney picked them up on May 14, 1959, less than a month before the Klumpp trial opened, in a load of miscellaneous items that had been sitting around the lab. He took them back to his office. The chagrined investigator had no record of it in his files, although he said that he vaguely remembered the package, so he looked around and found them in an unmarked, untagged brown paper bag.

Oddly enough, sections of the same necklace found at Cowan Lake had been processed almost parallel to the Stratton Drive section, but no one connected the items there, and Roney apparently didn’t pay enough attention to the package to make the connection himself. The section from Stratton Drive was simply shoved aside and forgotten, while the section from Cowan Lake helped identify the victim and was tagged as evidence. “The evidence that would have blown the case sky high had rested there throughout the trial,” Hopkins said.

Hover got word of the discovery and wasted no time in trying to spin it his direction. He took the items, along with the piece of necklace used as evidence in the trial, immediately to Governor DiSalle in Columbus. The governor, of course, was elated, believing that the discovery proved that Edythe’s new story was the truthful one. So he was totally dumbfounded when Hover said, “This makes our case stronger than ever.”

“Stronger?” DiSalle said.

“Definitely,” Hover said confidently. “I thought the weakest part of our case was the driving time to Caldwell Circle. The new evidence clears up that point.”

“This new evidence confirms several points of Mrs. Klumpp’s revised story,” the governor protested. “Don’t you see that if this part of the story is true, the rest may very well be?” Hover did not see it that way. “Have you done anything about picking up Bergen?” DiSalle asked.

Hover nodded. “One of my assistants is talking to Bergen in Washington at this moment,” he said. “In fact, he has been talking to Bergen for the past three hours.” That information rankled DiSalle even further.

“What was the purpose of informing Bergen of the discovery of this new evidence three hours before you thought of cutting me in on the secret?” he asked. Hover said that he thought it was best to isolate Bergen from the press. The incident gave DiSalle a better understanding of Hover, he later wrote. He was politically ambitious, and he needed to come out on top in the Klumpp case to impress the voters.

Although Hopkins demurred about whether he felt Hover held on to any rancor over the Pugh case, DiSalle was certain he did. “A second defeat in a murder trial would not help him at the polls,” DiSalle wrote. “What is more, I am sure Mr. Hover had convinced himself, as well as the jury, that Mrs. Klumpp was an evil woman who alone was guilty of killing her rival in love.

Therefore, DiSalle believed, Hover was going to protect his star witness. “The fact that the new evidence showed that the jury had examined a murder site that was not a murder site,” DiSalle said, “that the chronology presented at the trial was wrong, that there was at least a reasonable chance that Bergen might be equally guilty, and that the defendant herself had lied on the stand, made no impression on Mr. Hover.” Hover said that he would not reopen the case.

Hopkins said that considering the tension between Hover and DiSalle, he could only come to the conclusion that “the prosecutor may have panicked and that his weird conduct was only the result of running scared…Hover shut his eyes and refused to acknowledge the facts” that “it was now a whole new ball game.”

The contractor Bayes later added to his story that he saw “somebody wearing a man’s hat” drive away from the murder scene seconds before he found the glasses and necklace pieces on Stratton Drive. He appeared beside a testy Hover at a press conference in the Prosecutor’s Office on Saturday, January 16. He said that he could not identify the automobile because it was dark out. Several times during the short interview, Hover interrupted. He repeatedly told Bayes that he need not talk. At one point, Hover shook his finger at a reporter and snapped, “Don’t crowd me. Don’t crowd me.”

“What I would like to know,” Hopkins said to reporters, “is how much more evidence is in the prosecutor’s office undiscovered and undetected. How many more cases could they clear up if they just cleaned out their files?”

Hover told the press on Saturday that the blood on the newly discovered items was type O and that all three of the principals in the case had type A blood, but the blood on the necklace was insufficient for analysis, too old and too small. He also said that he would not reopen the case.

On January 17, 1961, DiSalle made another trip to the Ohio Reformatory for Women in Marysville for another two-hour interview with the prisoner to discuss the new evidence and said that he came away with “very significant” information but would say no more.

The matter of the blood type not matching any of the members of the triangle confused the issue even further. Hopkins had his theory: “The coroner’s investigation missed the bullet [fragments] in her body until we pointed out it was there. If they could miss a bullet, they could make a mistake on the blood.”

DiSalle said that he would reopen the case.


A MOST THOROUGH INVESTIGATION

Hamilton County prosecutor C. Watson Hover was suddenly okay with a renewed investigation of Louise Bergen’s death, as long as it his office wasn’t involved. “I agree thoroughly that if he still has questions about the case, the Highway Patrol is the most appropriate agency to investigate,” he told the press.

In fact, Hover himself had just asked the highway patrol and Corporal Robert Dunbar for some help in tracing the path of the newly discovered evidence to determine why the items were never connected to the murder of Louise Bergen.

As the reinvestigation progressed, the prosecutor’s investigator, Don Roney, worked closely with Dunbar and Sergeant T.B. Morgan, who was named head of the investigation, going with them on many of their trips. Roney’s presence rankled Governor Michael DiSalle since Hover had declined repeated requests to reopen the investigation. In early March, he ordered the state police to quit allowing Roney access.

Even so, barely a week later, with Hover’s blessing, Roney accompanied Dunbar and Morgan to the D.C. suburb of Rockdale, Maryland, to interview Bill Bergen and get a sample of his blood. Bergen at that time was a newlywed, having just married a nineteen-year-old woman. “They had a tape recording of an interview they’d had with Edythe in Ohio,” Bergen told the Post. “It lasted about four hours.” Otherwise, he said, “It was the same old thing.” They didn’t even ask him if he killed his wife. He danced around the blood issue, saying that when he was in the navy, he was type O but that when he went to Washington, he was type A. The Post confirmed with the Red Cross that this was indeed what it had on file for him.

Bergen didn’t relate his most damaging revelations to the press following the patrol’s visit, however: that he had amended his alibi for the night of the crime, saying that between the time he left work and went to Mel Abram’s house at 7:30 p.m., he was with a prostitute named Ann Anderson, who lived in Avondale. Bergen said that he had met the woman at a massage parlor. That night, he went to her house about 6:00 p.m., had sex with her twice, paid her and left by 7:00 p.m.

Anderson’s affidavit noted that Bergen visited her on two occasions. October 30, 1958, was not one of them. And when he did visit, it was closer to 10:00 p.m., when her husband was in bed asleep upstairs, not 6:00 p.m. On that occasion, she took him to the basement and gave him a scotch but didn’t have sex with him. “He talked about playing a musical instrument,” she said, “and told me he could have done something with his music if it had not been for his marriage and family ties…He was not a pleased man when he left…He called 10 days to two weeks later. In the meantime, I had read about Louise Bergen…I told him, ‘Man, you are in a world of trouble. Don’t call me.’”

Bergen said that the highway patrolmen asked him if he would take a truth serum test. He consented, but that was the end of it. The highway patrol did not follow through on the request, Bergen told reporters, but he did not tell them that a D.C. lawyer called the highway patrol two days after they left and withdrew consent, saying that Bergen would no longer participate willingly in any tests or interviews on the matter.

After leaving Maryland, Roney also went with Dunbar and Morgan to Tampa, Florida, to talk with Reverend Oscar Minyard. The governor was furious. “I had reservations about assigning Corporal Dunbar to the investigation from the beginning,” he told the press. He said he had been assured by Dunbar’s superiors that he would be objective in the investigation, and they wanted him on it because he had been there from the very beginning and knew more about the case than anyone else.

Now DiSalle wanted to investigate the investigation. He called the state’s highway safety director to find out why a representative of the Hamilton County prosecutor went on these trips and to determine how many other phases of the investigation Hover’s office participated in.

The highway patrol’s Colonel Scott Radcliff announced the next day that he had replaced Morgan as the lead investigator with Sergeant William George from headquarters in Columbus, but he kept Dunbar on the case for the time being. He admitted that Morgan’s connection with Hover’s office was partially responsible for the reassignment but then said that Morgan was only on the case temporarily anyway, as the highway patrol was short-staffed when the reinvestigation began.

Around Labor Day 1961, DiSalle distributed a twenty-page summary of the renewed investigation. He remained adamant that the case was not closed. In addition to changing the location of the crime, the report concluded that Edythe could not have acted alone, ruling out her first story that she went to Cowan Lake during daylight hours and burned the body. If she did it at night and had slipped out while Bill Bergen was sleeping, she would have had only three hours to sneak out of bed, obtain gasoline, drive alone in the dark to the park, pull the body out of the car by herself and then go home and sneak back into bed.

In addition to Bergen’s revelations about being with a prostitute on the night of his wife’s murder, the report also disclosed that a woman who lived near Stratton Drive had called the police on the night of October 30, 1958, saying that an excited young man came to her door asking her to call the police because a woman was being murdered on the dead-end street. She never heard anything about it, however, and presumed that nothing came of it until she read about Edythe’s new confession and the actual site of Louise Bergen’s death. Then she called Cincinnati police.

Dunbar also indicated, for the first time, that he had believed all along that the body had been burned at night and not during the day, as presented in court.

“I don’t suppose that in the annals of crime has a case been more thoroughly investigated or more effort put forth than was expended by the Ohio State Patrol in its reinvestigation of the Klumpp case,” Hopkins said in his memoirs. “It would appear that at long last we were going to break the Klumpp case wide open but we were once again doomed to frustration and bitter disappointment, for the prosecutor lifted Bergen right off the hook.”

Although DiSalle encouraged Hover, at the very least, to bring perjury charges against Bergen, Hover declined. “Bergen was not asked either on direct or cross examination where he was between 6 and 7 p.m.,” Hover said. “He now says, correctly or incorrectly, that he was with a woman during this period. This allegation, not being sworn, is not subject to a charge of perjury regardless of its truth or falsity,” immaterial to the question of whether Edythe Klumpp was guilty. The governor’s report still did not corroborate Edythe’s story, Hover said, and added nothing new to the case.

For more than a year, nothing came of the report except for a renewed battle of jousts and jibes between DiSalle and Hover. In May 1962, DiSalle stated on a Cincinnati news program that the case was “a dead issue.”

The battle didn’t fare well for DiSalle. His crusade against capital punishment, in this case and others, was a major factor in being defeated by more than 500,000 votes in his bid for reelection. So in December, with DiSalle’s term in office about to expire and a Republican governor about to fill his shoes, Foss Hopkins filed a clemency application. The governor said that he would not make a decision until he got a recommendation from the Pardon and Parole Commission, although he said that he wouldn’t necessarily be bound by its decision. The commission’s chairman told the governor that it needed more information and that the renewed investigation report was insufficient. It would need sworn statements.

On December 28, 1962, the Ohio attorney general, acting on orders from DiSalle, sought a subpoena from a Maryland court to require Bill Bergen to appear under oath before a commission named by the governor. DiSalle planned to be there himself to lead the questioning. Subpoenas were also issued to Mel Abrams and Ann Anderson, the woman Bergen said he was with that night, but she had died suddenly of a heart attack on May 15, not even a month after giving her statement to state police.

The Cincinnati Post sent a reporter from its Washington Bureau to speak to Bergen. He was “reluctant to answer his door and reluctant to talk,” but he said that he would answer the summons. The day before his scheduled appearance, Bergen’s attorneys filed a motion to quash the subpoena, which was granted. So, attorneys from the Pardon and Parole Commission filed a motion with the Circuit Court of Appeals for permission to question Bergen on Thursday, January 11.

The four-judge panel ruled the following day that Bergen did not have to answer the commission’s subpoena but would have to answer one issued by an Ohio court. That never happened. The Pardon and Parole Commission went into session that afternoon and voted five to none to let Edythe’s sentence stand.

DiSalle took the weekend to review the commission’s recommendation. On Monday, January 14, 1963, his last day in office, he commuted Edythe Klumpp’s sentence from first-degree murder to second-degree murder. The commutation would make her eligible for parole after ten years; she had already served three.

“I feel that in all fairness that the continued incarceration of Edythe Klumpp for a minimum period totaling 10 years would be punishment for her indiscretions, misdeeds, and her failure to tell the truth and still give the Pardon and Parole Commission ample time in which to complete their efforts in securing the testimony of William Bergen under oath,” DiSalle said.

At the press conference, reporters echoed one of Hover’s favorite questions: “If you think she’s not guilty of murder, why not give her a full pardon?” The governor said that even though she is not guilty of murder, Edythe Klumpp was guilty of perjury, of burning the body and collusion in Louise Bergen’s death. “I have no way of putting her in jail for that,” he said.

Hopkins declared it neither a victory nor a disappointment but rather “another step taken in correcting what I consider a terrible wrong, an injustice.” He said that he was “not finished.”

Hover, who in the last election had won a seat on the First District Court of Appeals, refused to comment to the press other than to say, “The ex-governor compounded this farce of his original commutation with an additional farce.”

Edythe, according to her jail keepers, took it like a grown-up. “I’d say she was pretty self-contained,” said Marysville superintendent Martha Wheeler. She added that Edythe was working in the prison’s weaving room when she got the news. “She had been hoping for a full pardon,” Wheeler said. “So she was disappointed, naturally, but she regards the commutation as an improvement over her previous situation.”

Edythe had settled into the prison routine, Wheeler said. She joined the Protestant choir and played softball and basketball. “Since doing these things she has lost a lot of weight and people who knew her before say she looks much the same.” Edythe even took to sewing again, making American flags for the state while she served out her sentence.


EPILOGUE

On May 12, 1971, Edythe Klumpp, now fifty-three years old, left the Ohio Reformatory for Women in Marysville on her second attempt at parole after 4,170 days imprisoned. She left quietly, without any interviews. Prison officials allowed her to leave shortly after midnight instead of waiting until the normal release time of 8:00 a.m. to help her avoid the press. She took with her a kitten that she had been keeping as a pet.

Her daughter, Jill, picked her up, and Edythe stayed in her home for a while and then shared houses with other relatives until 1976, when she married Dennie Taylor, an upholsterer she had met at a resort campground in Campbell County, Kentucky.

She spent the rest of her days making crafts and especially enjoyed making and selling doll clothes. Her family helped her and Dennie build a log cabin in Kentucky, where she quietly lived out her days. She remained a faithful churchgoer, although she no longer taught Sunday school. Her ordeal was not a forbidden subject, her family said, but she never talked about it. She just loved her family—which included six grandchildren—and her God.

She died of cancer on Christmas Eve 1999, two weeks before her eighty-second birthday.


NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

The first-person narratives in the chapters “An Embroidered Confession” and “A Confession Restitched” are both culled from multiple sources, starting with transcriptions from William Foster Hopkins’s memoirs. “An Embroidered Confession” includes additional material from her interviews with the police, her handwritten confession and the trial transcript, with the intention of relating the story she went to court with, so this version disregards her very first assertions that Louise had brought the gun with her. “A Confession Restitched” includes quoted details from DiSalle’s memoirs and the transcription of the truth serum interview that was published in the Cincinnati Post. In both cases, the words are all Edythe Klumpp’s as reported by others but woven together and arranged for narrative flow.
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