
CLICK ON THE LINKS TO SEE PICTURES

http://www.fosters.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20080406/GJNEWS_01/985747784

This is a printer friendly version of an article from www.fosters.com
To print this article open the file menu and choose Print.

Back 

Article published Apr 6, 2008
Baby bones mystery: Case still unsolved 25 years later
Authorities were soon stymied

SOMERSWORTH — Twenty five years have passed since a Somersworth couple cracked 
open the lock on an old Steamer trunk left with them in the 1960s and found the decomposed 
remains of five infants. 

With that discovery came a police investigation into a case that remains unsolved today.

Hollywood writers would be hard pressed to craft this script — an innocent couple, Earl Davis 
and his wife, Ruth, of 219 Route 16B, find dead infants wrapped in stained old newspapers, 
tucked into the hat boxes and suitcases and crammed into a leather trunk an old friend had 
entrusted to them years before. 

They are cleaning their basement on April 6, 1983, when they make the discovery — more 
than 30 years after the infants mysteriously died and their corpses were hidden away. 

Investigators ultimately learn a woman named Shirley Thomas, a former Dover resident and 
Somersworth General Electric employee, gave the trunk to the couple in the early 1960s and 
that the babies all died between 1949 and 1952.

In the days that follow the discovery, Thomas tells police of a "baby snuffing" ring years ago 
and that the person responsible for the infant's deaths is dead. But she shares no other 
information after being read her Miranda Rights. 

She is never arrested, moves to North Adams, Mass., and takes her secrets with her to the 
grave soon thereafter.

Lingering to this day is the frayed tapestry of motives and events leading up to a crime that, 
despite years of investigation and Thomas being singled out by investigators as a seemingly 
clear suspect, never has yielded either charges or a single arrest. 

The investigation can be retraced through newspaper clippings, police reports, files from the 
office of Gregory Swope, then a state attorney general, and myriad scientific researchers who 
tried to help unravel the mystery.

It all begins shortly before 6:30 p.m. on April 6, 1983.
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The Davises had finally decided it was time to clean out the basement. Among the regular 
mish-mash of items was an old steamer trunk, its handles missing and its contents locked 
within.

This particular trunk had been left with the Davises more than 20 years earlier, during the late 
1950s, by a woman the Davises met while living in Dover's Wentworth Apartments, at 206 
Central Ave. Their neighbor, a woman named Shirley Thomas, had asked them to keep the 
trunk for her after the couple moved to a home at 10 Court St. in Dover. She didn't have 
enough space in her apartment, she told them.

That trunk had moved with them from Court Street to their home on Route 16B, finally finding 
a place in the Davises' overcrowded basement.

Bearing down on the corroded lock, Earl Davis popped open the trunk, lifted the lid and pulled 
out one of the many suitcases and hat boxes tightly packed within. Laying it on his basement 
floor, he opened the black leather suitcase, lifted a newspaper and froze.

Police records indicate he knew immediately that something wasn't right. 

There, wrapped in a cloth, was what appeared to be the remains of an newborn child.

It was 6:30 p.m. when officer Michael Dumont got the call.

"Something suspicious in a trunk at 219, Rt. 16B," his report begins, before detailing his 
arrival at the home. "Mrs. Davis pointed to the black suitcase that was open and pointed to an 
object. I looked at the object and it was wrapped in a pink cloth. At first, I thought it might have 
been a doll, but upon looking closer, it looked as if there was decomposed skin on the head. 
Also, there were two holes looking (sic) the eye sockets and a nose and mouth."

Dumont called in Sgt. Daniel Donovan, who arrived at 6:49 p.m., followed closely by Lincoln 
Soldati, the Strafford County Attorney at the time, followed by Somersworth Police Lt. Pat 
Boyle, who headed the detective division, Dr. Paul C. Young, the county medical examiner, 
and Roger Beaudoin, chief of the State Police Forensic Lab, along with nearly a dozen others.

"I'm 25 years older, so the memory is that much more blurry," Soldati said Wednesday as he 
recalled that night in 1983. "Nobody really quite understood what had occurred."

In the hours that followed, the group uncovered the remains of five babies, packed into 
briefcases and hat boxes with newspapers, knitted doilies, plastic wrapping and assorted 
other items.

Boyle, in the first of innumerable reports, wrote "I opened the case and it was full of tightly 
packed newspapers. After tearing away a portion of the newspaper, I discovered a second 
corpse of a human baby."

As the night continued, Soldati would make a comment he later shared with the New 
Hampshire Sunday News in a Nov. 27, 1988 article on the bones case.



"Every time we opened something, one more was discovered. We asked ourselves 'what 
does this mean? What have we found and what are the implications.' We left with a lot of 
questions and speculation, but unfortunately no answers," he is quoted as saying.

Debate about how best to proceed already had begun, with discussion about sending the 
cases to the FBI for a laser scan, and taking them to be X-rayed at Wentworth-Douglass 
Hospital.

Among the top priorities on their to-do list is talking with Thomas.

The next morning, on April 7, 1983, Perron and Boyle travel to Rochester to talk with Thomas 
at her 3 Blake St. residence. She is not there, so the duo head back to take the remains to 
Wentworth-Douglass Hospital for X-rays. But while at the hospital, Perron is tipped off to 
Thomas' presence in the parking lot. She had been at the hospital to visit her ailing mother, 
who passed away days later.

Sitting in her back seat, Perron began asking Thomas questions about the trunk, whether she 
knew the Davises or any details regarding the remains found inside the trunk.

"At this point, she appeared very pale and her mouth was dry," Perron writes in his report. "I 
informed her that Dr. Young had viewed the remains and it was his opinion that this was the 
results [sic] of a 'baby-snuffing' operation. Mrs. Thomas then replied: 'that's exactly what it 
was, but the person whose responsible isn't alive anymore.' She then added, 'I thought the 
trunk had been disposed of a long time ago.' I said 'like 22 years ago' and she nodded 
affirmatively. At this point, I advised her of the Miranda Rights and suggested she talk to an 
attorney."

His decision to read Thomas her rights, rather than press for more information, confounds 
other investigators to this day — particularly Boyle.

A week later, she had hired Dover attorney Danford Wensley. It was the last information she 
would provide to police.

With the X-rays complete, Young and Perron make plans for the remains and several 
instruments found in the trunk to be sent to Augusta, Maine, where Dr. Henry F. Ryan was to 
perform an autopsy. He is considered an expert in such matters.

But the question that persisted in everyone's mind was: Where did the babies come from?

With abortions being illegal in the 1950s, they could have come from almost anyone, although 
roughly 200 interviews conducted over the weeks and months that followed would lead Boyle 
back to one person — Shirley Thomas.

She was a Peterborough High graduate in 1938, who married her husband, Alfred W. 
Thomas, right out of high school. But she divorced him after he returned from World War II. 
She never changed her name.

More than 100 interview transcripts survive today in the Attorney General's investigative file. 



Among those are many with General Electric employees during the late 1940s and early 
1950s, the period when Thomas worked at the Somersworth plant and the same period she 
told Perron the infant deaths dated to.

The dead babies, it seemed, dated specifically to the years 1949 to 1952 — which fell within 
the period of Thomas' employment at the plant. She was 28 when she started working there 
in 1948.

Records and interviews regarding her departure five years later, in 1953, caught investigators' 
eyes. She departed suddenly, according to employee records, after refusing to take a physical 
ordered by her then-supervisor Walter Osgood.

Boyle interviewed Osgood in June of 1983. Osgood supervised Thomas from June 11, 1952 
to Sept. 11, 1953. Osgood told Boyle he remembered "Shirley (Thomas) being pregnant on 
two occasions. On the second time, (Osgood) questioned her about it, and she stated she 
had a water tumor. She would leave work appearing pregnant and would come back in a few 
days not appearing pregnant." 

When Walter Osgood suggested Thomas get a physical, she refused and left G.E. 

Osgood's recollections to Boyle were corroborated by statements made by a G.E. nurse that 
same June. The nurse had worked at G.E. at the time of Thomas' employment. 

Another employee named Muriel Gesis told Boyle she recalled Thomas being pregnant at 
least four times. Gesis said Thomas took few enough days off that she would not have to take 
a physical before returning to work. Contrary to company policy, she always worked to full 
term, angering other working women who followed the rules and left after their first trimester. 

Still, Gesis said, Thomas never had any children at home.

Interviewee Eleanor Mayrand, who lived at Wentworth Apartments at the same time as 
Thomas, told Boyle she recalled Thomas being "full term" pregnant at least three times. 
Mayrand said the pregnancies all occurred during Thomas' tenure with G.E. 

According to the company's internal "gossip magazine," Thomas was absent three times 
between early 1951 and the middle of 1953, each for about a week, although her departures 
were characterized as a "brief illness," and "short holiday."

During later interviews, police heard from a woman who said her father had arranged for an 
abortion for Thomas and that Thomas had been an on-again, off-again lover.
That woman refused to speak at length with Boyle, and after talking with an attorney, refused 
to provide any further information without being offered immunity from prosecution.

As Boyle and investigators from the AG's office met roadblock after roadblock, the press 
persisted in its quest for the truth.

Headlines like "Mystery surround baby skeletons; AG clamps lid of secrecy over grisly find," 
found atop the April 8, 1983 edition of Foster's, continued through the summer. 



But Swope persisted.

"I have no comment on the scope of this investigation," he told Foster's later in April of 1983, 
and later, that interviews by his staff "lose some strength and reliability" because of added 
speculation picked up in the newspaper.

It was about that same time that sources close to the case told Foster's police planned to 
press accessory to murder charges against Thomas, although they had not yet revealed her 
identity. There was talk of immunity for an unknown suspect who was working on a deal with 
prosecutors.

By May 2, 1983, Attorney General Gregory Smith announced that no such deal would be 
made. 

No charges were filed, and the investigation wore on.

As Boyle continued to follow reports of boyfriends and rumors of love trysts, the baby remains 
had finished undergoing inspection in Maine.

Results from Ryan's autopsies came back later that summer, but turned up no conclusive 
evidence. 

Of the five "victims," as they were described, four were full-term, 40 week newborns; the fifth 
was a fetus roughly 28 weeks developed. 

There was no indication of physical harm to the babies, according to records filed by forensic 
anthropologist Marcella H. Sorg, who also worked on the case. She later made "educated 
guesswork" of determining their sexes. Four were male, the fifth, likely female. 

Stymied by age and decay, Sorg and Ryan could provide only the dates from the enclosed 
newspapers as indicators of the time of death. Clippings included a sports page from the May 
25, 1949, edition of the Manchester Morning Union, several pages from the Nov. 30, 1950 
edition of Foster's Daily Democrat, and the Nov. 29, 1950 edition of the Boston Evening 
American. Several portions from the Aug. 24, 1952 edition of the Boston Advertiser and the 
Boston Sunday Herald were also cited. 

No clear cause of death was determined.

"We can't say whether they are abortions or post-birth injuries," Ryan told Foster's in an April 
11, 1983 interview. "The wisest thing is to say nothing about the cause of death."

The trunk was also sent to the FBI, where investigators hoped a new laser scanning 
technology would turn up fingerprints, but to no avail.

Without such vital details, investigators were left little but investigative testimony to go on. But 
no one was talking — at least not with much candor, according to police reports.

As the span of Boyle's interviews grew from weeks to months, he began to develop a sense 
the case could lead to something more. Among the many leads uncovered during his 



interviews were several indicating people of power, or at least of high social status, may have 
been associated with Thomas. 

A retired police officer named Harrison Mackey told Boyle Thomas had several affairs with 
prominent men, including a wealthy salesman and the father of a judge. Who Mackey was 
referring to remains a mystery.
But those sort of comments led to one that stands out in Boyle's mind to this day.

"I had one person tell me, 'connect this to that nurse's death in the 1950s and you'll find your 
answers,'" Boyle said during an interview Wednesday. "That's when people started to 
stonewall me." 

Irene Copeland is "that nurse" referred to by the man who had provided Boyle with tip.

During interviews, Boyle hears references to Copeland's mysterious death on May 16, 1950. 
She was discovered at about 6:53 a.m. on Watson Road in Dover, about 3/4 of a mile from 
the Strafford County farm. Half naked and slumped over in the woods about 30 feet from the 
county nursing car, she had been discovered by two employees of the Kidder Press Co.

Scattered debris was found around the nursing car, including gauze and medications. Police 
ultimately determined the death was an "accidental overdose of barbiturates and alcohol." But 
further interviews with sources who remain unnamed indicated there had been "pressure 
applied" to the people responsible for determining the cause of death.

As he searched for more records on Copeland's death, Boyle discovered most were missing, 
both in Dover and with the state.

"A cop I talked to back then told me that if this was 15 years earlier, you'd be fired, taken off 
the case or dead," Boyle said Wednesday, referring to his 1984 interview with retired Dover 
police officer Gustav A. Korn, now deceased. "That's one of the reasons I thought there was 
something political going on." 

A few weeks after that 1984 conversation with Korn, Boyle was told by Perron he had just two 
months to tie up the case, effectively pulling him off the trail just as Boyle felt he was making 
headway. 

"I don't know if it was just local, or if it was connected to something bigger," he added 
Wednesday. "With most cases, you start with a bunch of information. You get answers and 
get closer to solving them. With this case, there were always more questions than answers. 
There still are."
Today, the bodies of those five infants rest peacefully in the pauper's plot at Forest Glade 
Cemetery in Somersworth.

They were interred there in 1988, five years after their 1983 discovery and at least 35 years 
after their untimely deaths. The plot is quiet, undisturbed by the furor caused by their 
discovery.

Unlike their story, they, at least, can rest in peace.



_____

The following are excerpts from the April 9, 1983 Somersworth police report filed as 
investigators examined a trunk found to contain five dead babies. 

"Baby 1" —- found inside a black suitcase, wrapped cloth, plastic ...

"Baby #2" —- Discovered in a cardboard box and wrapped in newspaper and a towel. 

Wrapped around the "baby #2" was a pink scatter rug, and several newspapers dating to Dec. 
6, 1949, a Redbook from the same year, and what appeared to be stockings. 

"And found round the mouth area, of the infant, was some pantyhose," the report by 
Somersworth Officer Michael Dumont indicates.

A portion of a syringe was also found, along with two knitting needles.

"Baby #3 —- found in Stetson hatbox from New York. Baby was wrapped in handmade 
bathrobe with orange trim.

"Baby #4" —- Found in another box. Baby was wrapped in a Foster's Daily Democrat evening 
edition dating to Nov. 30, 1950, along with a green flowered cloth and white dishtowel. This 
child appeared to be just 7 months developed.

"Baby #5" —- Found in cosmetic case. Newspaper dated to Aug. 24, 1952.
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Investigation now inactive Not likely to be reopened
It was just after 7:30 p.m. on April 6, 1983, and attorney Lincoln Soldati was helping police 
document the discovery of five dead infants found bundled up and packed into a trunk that 
had gone untouched for two decades.

To this day, the memory is surreal — he walks into the Route 16B home in Somersworth, 
watches as police peel back newspapers to reveal mummified, decomposed infant corpses 
and wonders aloud about how many more they will find stowed away.

"Twenty five years ago? Really?" Soldati, who was Strafford County Attorney at the time, said 
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during an interview Tuesday. "It's hard to believe no answers have come out of that case 
since. It was a different time, though. I recall wondering what on earth had gone on and who 
the parents were."

Today marks the 25th anniversary of that discovery, yet even for investigators like Soldati, the 
unanswered questions remain.

Investigators made quick headway in the days that followed. 

The Somersworth couple — Earl and Ruth Davis — had done nothing more than store the 
trunk in their basement for 22 years before opening it in 1983. Investigators learned their best 
shot at answers was a woman named Shirley Thomas, the Davises former neighbor and 
owner of the nondescript trunk the couple had stored for decades.

The day after the trunk's discovery, she told police of a "baby snuffing ring" and that the 
person responsible was dead, but was read her rights and said nothing more. She later 
became a key suspect in the case, but never was charged.

A quarter-century after the fact, it's no surprise the key players remain intrigued — both that 
the case remains unsolved and that its very mention still sparks a mix of debate and 
conspicuous silence from many Hilltop City residents.

Among the cast of characters is Pat Boyle, then a lieutenant and detective at the 
Somersworth Police Department. Now retired, Boyle said he still thinks, every day, of the case 
he spent more than two years tracking.

There are the attorneys in this tale, Lincoln Soldati — then the Strafford County Attorney and 
one of the first people to view the trunk's morbid contents — and Dan Wensley, the man who 
represented Thomas early in the case, advising her not to talk. 

Thomas was considered by many to be the only potential suspect, or at the very least, a key 
to breaking open the mystery.

Neither Soldati nor Wensley could believe that 25 years had passed since the scandal rocked 
Strafford County, playing in graphic detail across the pages Foster's Daily Democrat and other 
local and national outlets in the months that followed, including Newsweek Magazine.

There's Roger Beaudoin, then head of the State Police Forensic Lab in Concord, who, for all 
his experience, was stymied by the ability of the 200 people interviewed to clam up, as well as 
the lack of hard evidence. A mix of frustration and curiosity, like Boyle's, lingers today.

"For all of our investigation, the forensics and what not, we were never able to draw a 
conclusive connection in this case," Beaudoin said Tuesday. "We had our suspicions and 
theories, but I won't give you those. The case is still open."

He's right, according to Senior Assistant Attorney General Jeff Strelzin, who recently pulled 
the case file from the AG's archives in Concord.

Although it's considered inactive, the case never has been closed. Its status has not changed 



in the nearly 23 years since it was shelved, and despite reviews in the mid and late 1980s, it 
is unlikely to be moved to "active" status anytime soon.

"Unless we know for sure a perpetrator is dead, the case is never closed," Strelzin said. 
"Certainly, for the most part though, cases get harder to solve as they get older too."

Further complicating an reassessment of the case is that it was never classified as a crime, 
Strelzin said. 

Dusty from storage, the file's title still reads "five infant deaths, not 'infant murders,' or 
anything like that," Strelzin said. "You're talking about deaths that are more than 50 years old 
now."

But for Boyle and Beaudoin — two men with a lifetime of investigative experience — it's hard 
to believe the deaths of five infants between the late 1940s and early 1950s were purely 
accidental or the result of failed pregnancies.

Inside the trunks were tools Maine Medical Examiner Dr. Henry Ryan would describe in early 
police reports as "abortive" in design, including an antenna pounded flat and sharp at one 
end, an old douche and rusted crocheting needles.

Boyle's not sure Thomas was responsible for the deaths, although she was widely reported to 
often be pregnant to term without seeming to have children at home. She's the one who told 
then Police Chief Ronald Perron that there had been a "baby snuffing" operation in the 1940s 
and 1950s.

Even if Thomas wasn't the culprit, Boyle considers her the linchpin to the investigation. 

"She said someone would give her these cases, and she'd just put them in the trunk to hold 
on to them," Boyle said, recalling what the chief had shared with him. "She said she didn't 
know where they'd come from, but was just watching the cases."

The containers were ultimately stored in the trunk and passed to a friendly neighboring couple 
for storage, where they remained hidden for some 22 years, until the couple opened the trunk 
and discovered its contents in 1983.

"It was a surprising find, to be sure," Beaudoin said of the day he arrived at the scene. "I was 
initially, really, quite taken aback. Not because of the age (of the victims), but because of the 
number of them. It really shook me, and I wondered 'what is going on here?'"

He, like Boyle, still wonders. 

Boyle said he believes to this day that fear — either of personal injury, embarrassment or both 
— has kept people quiet.

"It ran deep, that fear, not just in Somersworth, but in the whole area," Boyle said. "It was just 
frustrating that people that I knew must know something about the case either tried to work 
their way around the question, avoid the question or just not cooperate at all. A lot of them are 
dead now."



Even with Thomas' passing, Boyle holds out hope she may have shared her story with one 
other person — attorney Dan Wensley.

But Wensley, now Rochester's city attorney and a partner with Wensley, Jones, Azarian PLLC 
in Rochester, says he will honor his attorney-client privilege, even though his client is now 
dead.

"To tell you the truth, I would feel uncomfortable" talking, he said. "I was hired as an attorney 
with regard to this matter. I attempted to do the appropriate things on behalf of my client, and 
as far as I know, it is a matter I haven't had any involvement in for well over several decades."

He refused to say more — either about what he knows, or what Thomas told him.

Soldati, now a partner with Jeffco, Starbranch & Soldati, recalls how quickly speculation 
mixed with fact in the investigation after it passed into the custody of Gregory Swope, a state 
attorney general.

"I think that the ultimate consensus of opinion, there seemed to be a belief that what we were 
looking at was a 'baby snuffing' operation," Soldati said. "I don't remember all the details of all 
the players, but there were nurses, or midwives, that may have been involved."

But no individuals ever could be sufficiently implicated to actually press charges, as he 
recalls. He is quick to add that at the time the babies died, things were different — culturally, 
socially and legally.

"One explanation is that this was the alternative to abortion," he said. "The way things were 
dealt with, then, to cope with the dynamics of abortion, this could have been a demonstration 
of the desperation of the people involved and the lengths to which they had to go."

He, with Boyle, pondered whether DNA testing could be of use, but Strelzin says the 
probability of the case being reopened for a DNA test is unlikely. 

DNA can be lost in a matter of weeks, even under the best conditions, he said. Even if usable 
material was extracted from the bones, a living descendant of any suspect involved would still 
have to be found. Officially, the case has no suspects, and even if Thomas was a suspect, her 
only living descendant is a daughter she gave up for adoption. She never has been found, 
according to police records.

Soldati, like Boyle, doubts the scandal ever will be resolved. 

"That it had remained a secret for so many years, that that sort of thing could go on and not 
be discovered for another generation, really, is kind of remarkable," Soldati said. "I really think 
the few people who could have provided answers ultimately did not." 

That, says Boyle, is what has stuck with him all these years.

"It was frustrating to work on from that standpoint," Boyle said. "Of course, most of the folks 
with firsthand knowledge are all dead now. Every time I'd see the obituary for one of those 



key people, I'd say 'there goes another one' and shrug." 

He sees the clam-up as a symptom of the generation. It was a different time, but he holds out 
hope.

"They talk about the greatest generation, but there was clearly a dark side to that generation," 
he said. "Maybe someone will want to clear their conscience before they pass. I'd still love to 
listen."
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Historical society preserves 'The Trunk'
Walking into the Summersworth Historical Museum, it's evident from the smell of old books, 
as well as the abundance of framed treasurers hanging from fading, plastered walls, that 
there's a lot of history stored within.

Every inch past the white, Main Street entryway is bathed in history. Glass-capped cases 
protect ledgers dating to the mill boom days. A funerary altar and portable embalming board 
inhabit a nearby room, and tucked in one corner rests a nondescript steamer trunk.

A plaque affixed to the inside of its open lid bears just two words: "The Trunk."

Worn and blackened, the leather exterior, along with a few suitcases and a hatbox visible 
within, offer no hints to the trunk's sordid and grizzly history — one that began with a firestorm 
of intrigue when it was opened on April 6, 1983, and the remains of five infants were found 
decayed and partially mummified within.
"Because of that, because they were babies, we try to do it justice," said George Poulin Jr., 
president of the city's historical society and caretaker of the museum's motley, yet expansive 
collection. "That's why there's no flashy stuff pointing it out. We try not to sensationalize it."

It's no surprise that few folks outside the Hilltop City know "The Trunk" is here.

"It's not exactly the type of thing people expect to find at a historical society," said Eric 
Mommson, a member of the society and longtime researcher of the infant death case. "That 
incident is something most folks know about, but people seem to assume all the evidence 
was locked up somewhere that they can't see it. A lot of folks don't like to talk about it, either."
Open for three hours each Sunday, from 12:30 to 3:30 p.m., the museum has served as the 
trunk's final resting place since 2003, a year after the museum opened and took up residence 
at the "Old City Hall."
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"The chief (Police Chief Dean Crombie) said we could have it one night, so I held him to it," 
Poulin said. "We don't typically open anything up except the trunk. You can see the outlines 
and things, and that's not something we really want to display for folks."

Those outlines are all that remain of the five infants found wrapped in newspaper and bath 
towels inside the suitcases and hatbox. 

The Rochester couple who opened the trunk only did so in 1983 after 22 years of holding it for 
a former neighbor. They had no idea what was inside. Horrified at what they found, they 
immediately called police and sparked a mystery that remains unsolved.
The trunk was sent to laboratories and forensic centers in Augusta, Maine, Concord and the 
University of New Hampshire during 22 months of investigation. Its contents were scoured, 
recorded, then repackaged for safekeeping in the city police department's basement. The 
remains had been removed for examination long before.

It was a few years later in 1988 that the remains of the five infants were laid to rest, taking up 
residence in a pauper's plot at the Forest Glade Cemetery.

Below the trunk's simple label are a few lines recounting how the city and state coped with the 
horrible remnants discovered within.

At the bottom, the quintet is eulogized simply: "you will not be forgotten."

That, says Poulin, is why this grizzly remnant remains on display — a simple trunk tucked 
discretely into a corner, but never forgotten by those who remember its story.
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Baby bones case still haunts former detective
Editor's note: The following story details recollections by former Somersworth police Detective  
Pat Boyle, who investigated the baby bones case from 1983-1985. Some conversations are  
re-created and denoted by dashes. They are based on interviews with Boyle and source  
documents.

Lt. Patrick Boyle had just returned home from work and was preparing his dinner when his 
phone rang. It was April 6, 1983. 

Hello. 
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Pat, Danny Donovan here. 

Danny was a sergeant in the Somersworth Police Department. 

We need you to respond to a call from a man named Earl Davis, residence at 219 Route 16B. 
Officer Dumont and I are on the scene already. You better go down to the station and pick up 
your camera equipment and meet us here. There's something you need to see.

Pat put his sport coat back on. He squeezed his 6-foot, 3-inch frame behind the wheel of his 
department-issued Dodge. Driving, he kept running Donovan's call through his head, 
something about some bones these Davis people found in the basement. What the hell was 
he getting himself into? 

He was at the Davis' house 30 minutes later, camera equipment in tow. The Davis house was 
a small, green ranch with white trim and an attached one-car garage. As he entered, he 
noticed a kitchen to the right, a living room to the left. A set of stairs to the basement were in 
the middle of house. He acknowledged Dumont, Donovan, and County Attorney Lincoln 
Soldati.

Pat introduced himself to Mr. and Mrs. Davis: Earl was tall and thin, Ruth short with a darker 
complexion and salt and pepper hair. Donovan took him down to the basement. 

Over there. 

He pointed toward the east wall of the cellar and a large wooden steamer trunk. Boyle noticed 
crumpled newspapers around the trunk: Manchester Union Leader, May 25, 1949; Boston 
Sunday Herald, May 29, 1949; Boston Evening American, May 25, 1949. The steamer trunk 
had inside of it a number of smaller suitcases. A hatbox. 

A small black suitcase was open in the midst of the mess. Boyle saw, protruding from a mess 
of pink rags and a white sheet, what looked to be a small human skull. He noticed a 
Woolworth's tag on another of the suitcases. He found a cardboard box addressed to Frank 
Fenerty in the trunk. Inside the box was another small black travel case, closed but not 
locked. He opened it and found another small human skeleton. 

Boyle stepped back. He ran his hand through his dark hair. He noticed County Attorney 
Soldati had followed him to the basement. He counted five small cases packed inside the 
trunk. The bottoms of each of the cases seemed to be stained and warped from a seepage of 
fluids within. He guessed there was a skeleton in each. His guess wouldn't be proven correct 
until the next day. His life would never be the same. 

qqq

On Dec. 9, 1988, Foster's Daily Democrat Somersworth Bureau Chief Dick Casselberry wrote 
an article titled, "Baby bones mystery still troubles former investigator." He opened with this:

"Ask any career police officer, and he will say there is one case that stands out from all the 
rest. The one that remains an enigma, that leaves unanswered questions, the one that 



causes sleepless nights." 

His article was about Boyle's attempt to find the answers in the case of the "'baby bones.'" 
Over five years after the discovery of the bones Boyle had this to say, "'What I would like to 
do is to sit with Shirley Thomas in a situation where she could be completely open and honest 
about this case …. When the case first broke, I feel like she wanted to discuss it with us.'" 

Boyle is referring back to April 7, 1983, day two of his investigation. The then chief of 
Somersworth police, Ronald Perron, sat in the back seat of a car in the Wentworth-Douglass 
Hospital parking lot and talked to Earl and Ruth Davis' neighbor from 1957, Shirley Fenerty 
Thomas.

Have you heard anything on the news about the discovery of a trunk containing infant 
remains? 

No. 

Well, that trunk has been turned over to us by Mr. and Mrs. Earl Davis. Do you know the 
Davises?

Yes, I know them.

There was a box in that trunk with your brother's name on it … 

He doesn't know anything about this. 

Shirley Thomas got pale. Her mouth became dry. 

I was just looking at X-rays of the infant remains with Dr. Young, in the hospital. He thinks that 
these were the results of a "baby-snuffing" operation. 

That's exactly what it was, but the person who's responsible isn't alive anymore … I thought 
the trunk had been disposed of a long time ago. 

Like 22 years ago. 

Shirley Thomas nodded.

I think that maybe you should talk to an attorney about this Ms. Thomas. 

At this point Perron said good day. And Boyle has really never forgiven him for it. 

"He didn't have to Mirandize her. She was talking just fine. He should have kept talking to her 
and gotten to bottom of this thing right away," Boyle said. 

qqq

Boyle had an idyllic childhood growing up on Wentworth Street in Dover. He was one of seven 
children, born in 1945 to Bernard and Catherine Boyle. Everyone called his dad Barney. His 



mother was Scottish, his father Irish, his neighbors were Italian, Syrian, and Jewish. Everyone 
worked in the mills of Dover. According to Boyle's childhood friend, Dick Pickard, "We were all 
poor. We didn't have anything, but we didn't know that." Boyle chimes in, "It was the best time 
this country ever had." 

Wentworth Street never got plowed because no one owned cars. No one ever locked their 
doors. Summer vacation would be a one day train trip to Old Orchard Beach. The 
neighborhood kids would sneak in to Benny Rousseau's pastures when he wasn't around and 
ride his cows, imagining themselves as real life Lone Rangers, their mounts: loyal Silver; their 
favorite radio show come to life in small town Dover. Sometimes Pat and Dick would be 
charged to take care of Pat's father's "game chickens," roosters he would fight on the 
weekends. The losers would be eaten for Sunday dinner. 

Things were not always perfect on Wentworth Street though. When Boyle was four years old, 
his six-year-old brother Michael was killed. It was Dec. 22 and Michael was on his way to an 
altar boy Christmas party at St. Joseph's Church in Dover. It was snowing. Michael was 
crossing the street. He was hit by a car. 

When it happened, Pat was sent to stay with his Aunt Molly and Cousin Tommy, who also 
lived in Dover. Michael lasted until the 24th. His mother, who was walking with him to the 
party, blamed herself. In the Irish tradition, Michael was waked at home. 

"I can remember one day the house is all decorated for Christmas, and then the next, the tree 
was down, and the presents were gone." 

Boyle admits that Christmas is still a tough time of the year for him.

After graduating from Dover High School in 1963, Pat moved to Michigan with his sister, 
Agnes. They lived outside of Detroit, and originally Pat applied for a job with the Detroit Police 
Department. At six-foot-three, 130 pounds, he met the department's height requirement, but 
was about 30 pounds too skinny. He got a job at a Chrysler plant instead, then a local bank, 
and eventually enlisted in the Army National Guard.
He remembers, "There was this guy who worked for the armored car company when I was 
working at the bank, and he used to bug me to join the Special Forces Army Reserve unit he 
was a member of. I always told him that there was no way that he was going to get me to 
jump out of airplanes. Of course, once I joined the National Guard, they designated our unit 
Airborne and I had to go to jump school."

In 1967, Pat and his first wife Helen moved back to New Hampshire and bought a house in 
Somersworth. Right after they left Detroit, his unit of the National Guard was deployed for the 
first time since Pat had joined. He missed the Detroit riots. 

Back in New Hampshire, Pat got a job working for Davidson Rubber. He started in 
timekeeping and payroll, and then moved to production control, shipping, and tracking. They 
had just recently closed the local National Guard post, so Pat instead joined an Army Reserve 
Infantry unit, the 76th division. He was a 1st sergeant for eight years, and a drill sergeant for 
another 12. He was almost deployed to Iraq during the first Gulf War. His bags were packed, 
but the final phone never came, and by the end of week, the war was over. "There was 
something about the structured environment that appealed to me," he says. 



Feeling a bit dissatisfied with his job at Davidson, Pat started looking around for another job. 
He saw an ad in the paper for the Somersworth PD and applied. He was hired as a patrolman 
in 1973. He was promoted four years later, and named the first ever juvenile officer in 
Somersworth police history. A few years later, Perron was promoted from head detective to 
chief, and Boyle took his old job.

qqq

Pat Boyle, the Somersworth Police Department, and the New Hampshire Attorney General's 
Office spent the better part of two years working under the impression that the infant remains 
in Shirley Thomas' trunk were her children. "God I wish we had DNA testing back then," Boyle 
laments now. 

They interviewed hundreds of local citizens; many were former coworkers of Shirley's at 
General Electric in Somersworth. She had worked there from 1948 to 1953. Many coworkers 
recalled her being pregnant from time to time. In fact one, Hellen Veilleux, told Boyle that 
Thomas was "perpetually pregnant." But, she never missed more than a day or two from 
work, they couldn't figure out how she was taking care of her children and working. When 
Walter Osgood, her foreman at GE asked her about being pregnant, Thomas told him she 
had water tumors.

Boyle spent months chasing rumors about Thomas and the Fenerty clan, and her longtime 
boyfriend, Raymond Stackpole. He heard rumors of Thomas having many, powerful 
boyfriends in Dover and Somersworth. He discovered that, on January 27, 1959, Shirley 
Thomas had given birth to a 7-pound, 5-ounce baby girl. Boyle believes she gave this baby 
up for adoption. 

Boyle was as persistent as he could be during this investigation, but the Somersworth Police 
Department was a small unit, and as lead detective he supervised all active investigations in 
the department, so often times there would be week to month long interruptions of his 
investigation. 

qqq

Boyle left the Somersworth Police Department in 1985 for a job as a patrolman in Portsmouth. 
He says, "I could make more money as a patrolman, and I was upset by how this case ended 
up getting shelved." 

Now, he's partially retired and lives in a small red cape on a dirt road in Farmington. He still 
works traffic detail when Portsmouth needs the help, tough work in the winter, but, "I've got 
some good insulated boots, wear insulated underwear, and my daughter gave some of those 
hand warmer things. They'll go 10 to 12 hours. They'll keep your hands nice and warm." 

He's sitting at a big kitchen table, and has around him the remnants of his investigation into 
the Somersworth infant remains: a couple of old, white, cardboard file boxes, manila file 
folders full of police reports, a stack of yellowed index cards two inches thick. His hair is salt 
and pepper now; he's wearing a white sweater with the word Ireland embroidered in green on 
the left breast to ward against the February chill. He has a friendly, but steady investigative 



stare. 

"What was so frustrating about this case is that it went against the rules of normal police 
investigations. Usually you start with a crime scene, collect the evidence, and begin to 
eliminate possibilities, and narrow in on a suspect, a solution. But, this case just kept getting 
bigger."
he sun is setting behind the snow covered fields outside of Boyle's house. "I kept hearing 
rumors during the investigation," he pauses. "The women at GE kept telling me, 'This is 
connected to that nurse that died.' What nurse I kept asking?"

A police report filed by Boyle on March 21, 1984, details a 16-day episode in which he tried to 
track down the story of Somersworth district nurse Irene Copeland. Her body was found on 
the side of a back road in Dover in 1950. According to Boyle's report, "it was felt that Irene 
Copeland had died under suspicious circumstances …. I decided to look into the case of Mrs. 
Copeland to see if there was any possible link between the two cases, or to substantiate that 
there was no connection." 

All he found were more questions. 

Gus Korn, a Dover police officer in 1950, could not remember, he said, going to the scene of 
Mrs. Copeland's death, or the investigation that he supposedly took a hand in. He did tell 
Boyle, "In those days, it was not uncommon to do an investigation and if certain people were 
involved, then you were told not to ask any questions and that everything had been taken 
care of." 

Boyle says that, "I had an interesting comment from one old-timer. He told me that if this was 
15 years ago, I would have been taken off the case, been fired or been found dead. He said I 
didn't realize the political implications of this thing. He said I had done good work, but it was 
just the tip of the iceberg. And that, of course, made me even more curious." 

He gets up to let Bella, his son-in-law's dog, who he's watching while he's in Arizona to see 
the Giants beat the Patriots in Superbowl XLII, out for her evening constitutional. 

qqq

So how does Pat Boyle forget about the case of the baby bones? 

It's been 25 years and he's still trying. For now, he'll put his files back in their boxes. He'll 
restack his index cards and put it all away again. He'll sit, his house in the shadow of Blue Job 
Mountain, and maybe think about those five babies who never got a chance. He'll put on 
some music of his parents' homelands. Maybe he'll think about his brother Michael and 
wonder what he could have become. 

Sometimes, he'll simply sit and listen to recordings of his aunts and uncles telling stories. 
Maybe he'll wonder what those five babies could have become.

Mark Gosztyla is a graduate student at the University of New Hampshire. Foster's Sunday 
Citizen will continue to publish occasional stories about his research into the Somersworth 
baby bones case and its possible connection to the 1950 death of Irene Copeland in Dover. 



He can be reached at mark.gosztylay@ahoo.com.


