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INTRODUCTION 
For thousands of years, humans have been gripped by tales of 
killers in our midst. As long as we have mated, congregated, or for-
aged the peripheries of the earth, we have also, alas, murdered one 
another—and written about it.

Fascination with brutality is nothing new. Truman Capote’s 
groundbreaking, controversial true crime masterpiece In Cold 
Blood, first published in 1966, is but part of a perverse reflection 
that has frightened and warned us for ages. Indeed, true crime pub-
lishing started with the Gutenberg press and continues to this day.

Murderer Who Stepped 
off the Mayflower

No human society or social system is absent of murder. In the 
U.S., murder arrived with the west-sailing ships that carried the
first bundle of refugees seeking freedom from religious prosecu-
tion. The first documented case of a murderer in the New World
involved John Billington.

Born around 1580 in England, John Billington probably arrived 
in the New World in 1620, when passage to the Virginia Colony 
was offered to several families with the promise of a better life. It 
didn’t take long for the Mayflower passenger and pilgrim to end 
up in front a judge. 

In March 1621, Billington was brought before the Dutch West 
India Company and charged with “contempt of the Captain’s law-
ful command with opprobrious speeches” and was sentenced to 
have his neck and heels bound. It seems that he pleaded mercy, 
and such was granted, because it was reported that “upon hum-
bling himself and craving pardon…it being the first offence, he is 
forgiven.”

But Billington couldn’t keep free of trouble: in 1630 he killed 
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John Newcomen, apparently over a lingering quarrel, “they having 
been enemies for some time.” Most reports state that Newcomen 
didn’t see the end coming, having been shot in the back with a 
blunderbuss. Billington was tried by jury and sentenced to death 
by hanging, carried out in September 1630.

Centuries later, the heirs of John Billington said that they have 
endured the stigma of his alleged crime for 389 years and even 
have sought a pardon on the grounds that he was tried unfairly. 
“The mere mention of being a descendant usually results in the 
comment, ‘Oh, you’re descended from a murderer,’” one of his 
successors said in 2019.

Early Montana

Montana’s history is fraught with tribal and lawless murder. From 
Native tribes at war among themselves to the organized incursions 
against tribal people by the cavalry, our state’s early history drips 
with blood. One of the first recorded accounts comes from the an-
nals of an official of the American Fur Company, who noted that 
on February 18, 1844, a pair of white men who were angry over 
the killing of one of their slaves by the Blackfeet, fired a cannon ball 
into a crowd of Indians trading at the fort. More than twenty Indi-
ans were killed, and all the corpses were scalped, the official noted. 

Indeed, rumors, legends, and bloody campfire tales abound 
about lawless men such as John Jeremiah Garrison Johnston, or 
“Liver-Eating” Johnson (1824-1900), an endlessly recounted buf-
falo hunter and scout of the American Old West who would carve 
out and consume the liver of some of the Indians that he killed. 

Born in New Jersey, Johnson traveled west to try his hand as a 
gold prospector and wood cutter in Alder Gulch, Montana Ter-
ritory. The cannibalistic legend begins in 1847, the year that his 
wife, a member of the Flathead tribe, was killed by a young Crow, 
which prompted Johnson to supposedly dine on his victim’s in-
nards as a further course of revenge.
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According to one well-respected biographer of Johnson, “He 
supposedly killed and scalped more than 300 Crow Indians and 
then gulped down their livers ‘to avenge the death of the wife.’” As 
his reputation and pool of scalps got bigger, “Johnson became an 
entity of fear.” Feasting on the vitals of one’s enemies, apparently, 
was the most degrading insult to the Crow, who believed that the 
liver was “essential if one were to advance to the spirit world,” ac-
cording to one historian.

Eventually, Johnson made amends with the Crow, who became 
“his brothers,” and his much-vaunted personal vendetta against 
them ended after 25 years and scores of slain Crow warriors. Either 
way, the brutality and the violent rage inside him were compelling 
enough to be immortalized in the highly fictionalized movie Jer-
emiah Johnson, starring Robert Redford.

From Territory to Statehood: 
Core Element Violence

Most of Montana’s territorial tales, if continued long enough, end 
in violent death. On January 10, 1864, sheriff Henry Plummer and 
two other road agents, Ned Ray and Buck Stinson, were hanged by 
Vigilantes in Bannack. Plummer had been involved in a series of 
criminal activities and shot and killed a rival named Jack Cleveland 
in a saloon fight in Bannock one year earlier. Plummer and his men 
were getting ready to exit town when the Vigilantes arrived. He 
was hanged from gallows he had constructed as part of his work as 
sheriff. Grisly epitaphs in Boot Hill Cemetery, near Virginia City, 
are authentic Americana; some date from days before vigilantes, 
when “road agents” had free rein in territory.

News sources of the Montana Territory are rife with stories like 
that of Nellie Paget, “a saloon girl” from the Midwest who arrived 
West in 1862 and two years later, on April 22, 1864, was shot 
and killed by an enraged miner at Bannack. The jealous miner was 
incensed by Paget’s affections for another man; she is buried in the 
Bannack cemetery. 

Copyrighted Material



BRIAN D’AMBROSIO12

There were macabre sights such as Helena’s Hangman’s Tree, a 
pillar of territorial justice on the outskirts of town just east of Dry 
Gulch. There, below the mining camp’s version of “boot hill,” at 
least 10 men were lynched between 1865 and 1870, the last taking 
place when vigilantes hanged Arthur Compton and Joseph Wilson 
for highway robbery and attempted murder.

Even some of our most notable predecessors met ignominious 
fates. In the spring of 1867, Acting Governor of Montana Terri-
tory Thomas Meagher called for six hundred volunteers to fight 
the Blackfeet who were the prime culprits in the killing of John 
Bozeman near present-day Livingston. 

Bozeman was murdered while traveling along the Yellowstone 
River in April 1867. While his partner, Tom Cover, reported they 
had been assailed by a band of Blackfeet Indians, a number of his-
torians have alleged that Bozeman was killed by Cover himself, or 
perhaps even by a henchman of a pioneer Montana rancher.

Judged to be motivated for the wrong reasons, Meagher’s pro-
posal to wage war on the Blackfeet was on the whole disregarded 
by the public. But soon afterwards, the greatest potential murder 
mystery of Montana occurred.

On July 1, 1867, Meagher apparently fell into the Missouri 
River in the middle of the night from a steamer docked at Fort 
Benton. He was never seen again—and his body was never found. 
Some historians speculated that political rivals may have had some-
thing to do with Meagher’s disappearance. Other persistent rumors 
suggested that Meagher fell into the river while under the influence 
of too much gin.  

Of course, even statehood in 1889 did not stop violent and vola-
tile men such as Harvey Logan, aka Kid Curry, who committed his 
famous crime of murdering Pike Landusky in Landusky in 1894, 
and dark secrets and bloody deeds have lurked for decades in the 
massive collections of the state’s largest libraries and historical so-
cieties. 

The Butte Archives keeps folders on the most heinous and infa-
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mous murder cases in Silver Bow County. The earliest documents 
recorded murders committed between 1894-1899. The first reg-
istered slaying took place on January 15, 1894, with the notation 
“Ying We Foo shoots and kills Gui Yick Moi.” The following day, 
the body of one Felix Doncel was found in the brickyard and, 
two months later, Addie Collins killed her newborn infant son by 
throwing him into the bottom of an outhouse. On the final day of 
March 1894, Chin Ye Tuck killed Quong Tuck Wing with a knife 
and a hatchet. 

Twentieth Century

Montana’s Indian Wars and the most famous early murders have 
been suitably and successfully documented, which is why this book 
commences in the early 1900s. 

The stories run the gamut of writing genres—the tale of con-
victed murderer “Turkey” Pete Eitner, perhaps the longest incar-
cerated inmate in Montana history, has a strong historical bent, 
while the disappearance and presumed murder of twenty-four-year-
old Amy Johnson in Livingston in 1986 reads like modern true 
crime. The presumed murder—disguised as suicide—of Marion 
resident Shane Todd carries international insinuations that pulse 
and thump like plot twists in an espionage novel. Some stories flirt 
with the surreal: when journalist Edith Colby was arrested in 1916 
for killing a politician, her defense contended that the victim had 
asked for it since he refused to apologize to her for an alleged insult. 
The insult so preyed upon her mind that she was not responsible 
for her actions at the time of the shooting. 

Notorious

Twentieth-century murder and mayhem in Montana have left as 
much as an indelible impression on the collective conscious of the 
nation as the state’s fly-fishing and skiing. Perhaps even more so. 
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More people on both coasts are probably familiar with “The Una-
bomber” than the Big Sky ski resort or the Blackfoot River of A 
River Runs Through It. The average Montanan might not recognize 
the name of every Montana town, but they’ve certainly heard of 
the name “Kaczynski,” the brilliant child prodigy who went on to 
bomb universities and airlines while “living as a hermit” in an itsy-
bitsy cabin (10 x 12 feet) near Lincoln.  

Perhaps no two men set back—or, alas, negatively advanced—
Montana’s image more than Dan and Don Nichols. The father 
and son “mountain men” had lived by poaching game and growing 
small gardens at various hidden camps in the mountains near Big 
Sky. In the summer of 1984, the deranged duo abducted world-
class biathlete Kari Swenson with the stated intention of finding 
a wife for the son. The crimes—the kidnapping quickly escalated 
into the murder of one of Swenson’s would-be rescuers—and pro-
longed manhunt in the wilderness northwest of Yellowstone Na-
tional Park finally ended when a sheriff stormed into a winter camp 
used by Nichols and his son.

Some of the acts in this book, such as the specifics and timeline 
of serial killer David Meirhofer, are beyond chilling. In 1974 the 
detestable Meirhofer was arrested and charged the kidnappings and 
slayings of Sandra Dykman Smallegan, 19, and Susie Jaeger, 7, who 
was taken from her family’s tent while they camped near Three 
Forks in 1973. Before he hung himself in a jail cell, Meirhofer ad-
mitted to randomly slaying other victims, some even younger. May 
we never again see the likes of someone such as Meirhofer.

Unsolved

The figures are astonishing and discouraging: if you are murdered 
in America, there is a one in three chance that the police won’t 
apprehend or even determine your killer. Chances are that your 
case will be resigned to a handful of manila folders in a dusty fil-
ing cabinet and, if lucky, an occasional anniversary feature in a 
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newspaper or a “true-crime” podcast, which is a burgeoning cash 
cow industry. 

Incredible advances have been made in investigation techniques, 
forensic analysis, and DNA testing, yet, paradoxically, the rate of 
solving murders has steadily declined. Criminologists estimate that 
at least 200,000 murders have gone unsolved since the 1960s—
leaving literally millions who knew and loved the deceased to 
brood and grind their teeth. To borrow from the FBI’s vocabu-
lary, the national “clearance rate” for homicide today is 64.1 per-
cent. Fifty years ago, it was more than 90 percent. And clearance 
doesn’t equal conviction. Clearance can be successfully applied to 
cases that result merely with an arrest, or cases in which “a culprit 
is otherwise identified without the possibility of arrest,” the most 
common example being that the suspect has died. 

Montana’s clearance rate is parallel to the national average, with 
several baffling cases that continue to defy logic while simultane-
ously evading legal prosecution, such as the murder of Dexter Ste-
fonek at the Bad Route Rest Stop near Glendive. In the winter of 
1985, police discovered Stefonek’s burned car at the desolate rest 
stop. The following spring, Dexter’s body was discovered in a pri-
vate landfill only miles from the last place where he was seen alive. 

Several cases, including the unsolved vanishing of Father Kerri-
gan, a Catholic priest who disappeared in Ronan 35 years ago, have 
been treated as homicides. Indeed, although his bloody clothes and 
car were recovered, his body never was. Decades later, Kerrigan’s 
name appeared on a long list of pedophile priests who had been 
coddled by the Helena Archdiocese instead of being censored, 
terminated, and prosecuted. Was this the reason for his apparent 
murder? 

There is the ineluctable human impulse to distance ourselves 
from tragic events. However, whether you encounter the informa-
tion through the news or social media, most people immediately 
want to know more. What time of day? Who was the last person to 
see the victim? Where was the exact location? Did the victim fight 
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back? Did they know their attacker? Was it the decedent’s spouse 
or partner?

Perhaps we ask these questions in hopes that we can distance 
ourselves from the crime. Perhaps we are looking for information 
that convinces us we don’t have to worry that such a fate will befall 
us. In truth, such reassurance is specious.

Columbia Falls native and UM graduate Jennifer Lynn Servo 
was murdered by strangulation and head trauma on September 16, 
2002, in her apartment in Abilene, Texas, one week before her 
23rd birthday. Sheila Jordan was beaten to death only a few feet 
from her Livingston apartment one summer night in August 2000, 
minutes after walking the few blocks from County Market where 
she worked as a cashier. No amount of positing or question-raising 
could even remotely rationalize away these crimes as anything oth-
er than acts of depravity that should drive the stake of sympathy 
into our hearts, leaving a gaping wound that will never patch or 
even heal, regardless of whether the crime is “cleared” or not.  

Murder is gritty, heart-wrenching reporting, and while homi-
cide can’t be stopped, the lives of the victims must not be margin-
alized or trivialized or even normalized to the point of any one of 
them being lost or resigned to history. 

One body, one homicide, is tragic enough. 
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