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policies overlapped. While poisoningwas again suspected, the
family doctor who had been treatinghim placed the cause of death
on heart failure.
An $8,500 insurance payout allowedBelle to buy a farm on the
outskirts ofLa Porte in 1901. She
moved fihere with her two remainContinued on page 39
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ing children,and an adopted girl
named Jennie.
A year later,in 1902,Belle re-.._

least 10 men,two women and
numerous bone fragments were
found..The victims had been
drugged,bludgeoned,dismemberedwith ameat clever, and
doused in lye. Among the dead
was Belles adopted child,Jennie.
The coroner concluded that the
headless woman was Belle.In short
order, ex-handyruan Ray Lampherewas charged with arson and
four counts ofmurder. His trial
started Nov.9,1908,in.a packed
county courthouse. Tickets were ,
sold,and overIlowing crowds
spilled into the hallways and onto
the lawn.The story went national.
The testimony and evidence
were conflicting,including
whether Belle was even dead,
which inured to Lampheres benefit. While he wasfound guilty of
arson,he was acquitted ofthe murders and sentenced to 20 years.
He was dead,oftuberculosis,
within a year.
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married,this time to Peter Gun-

ness in La Porte.Eight months later,Peter died.B elle reported that
part of asausage-grinding machine
had fallen from a shelfand fatally
struck hnn on the head. Another
insurance payout.
Shor$y after-Peter's death,Belle
gave birth to her next child,Philip.
T'liree years later,in 1906,when
her adopted ckuld,Jennie, dropped
out ofsight, Belle casually explainedthat she had left for school
in California.
With Peter dead,Belle managed
the farm by hiring workers. She
also started taking out matrimonial
advertisements in newspapers.
Neighbors recalled seeing middleagedmen coming to visit but not
ever leaving.
In 1906,she hired a farmhand
named Ray Lamphere. When
Lamphere grew enraptured with
Belle and jealous ofher other suitors, he was fired.
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The tranquility ofLa Porte was
blown asunder in the early hours
of Apri128, 1908, when Joe Max.son,hirec~to replace Lamphere,
awoke to the strong odor offire in
his room. Though flames lapped at
his feet,lie escaped unscathed. The
house wasnt so fortunate.
The authorities combed tl xough
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Belle,wsth her children Lucy,Myrtle and Philip

the ruins.and discovered four bodies. Tluee were Belle's children:
Myrfle,Lucy and Philip. The
fourth body — headless —was
thought to be that ofB elle's, especially after teeth matching herswere discovered in the ashes.

The investigation lasted into
the early weeks ofMay 1908.
Crowds gathered to watch as the
authorities sifted through the
wreckage,soon pulling out
corpses from garbage-laden pits
150 feet behind Belle's house. At
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Epilogue
As helay dying,Lamphere reportedlymade adeathbed confession.Belle, whom he assisted in
her murderous ways, was still alive.
The headless corpse was that ofa

housekeeper, another ofBelle's victims. Belle had killed her own ch~ildren,arranged the bodies in the
basement,threw in her false teeth,
burned the house and fled Lampherehelped,but she had betrayed
hun> leaving by a different route.
Theories of Belle's escape
abounded.. One had her living in
California in 1931 as Esther Carlson, who had been charged with
poisoning a wealthy man in order
to steal his money. Carlson died
oftuberculosis before her trial,
and her idenritywas never confirmeddespite aphysical resemblance toBelle.
Numerous sightings were made
throughout the years in different
parts ofthe country, all to no avail.
In November 2007, almost 100
years after the fire,the headless
corpse pulled from the scene was
e~umed in an effort to learn its
true identity.DNA tests were inconclusive,but efforts were ongoing in the hope offincling a reliable
source for comparison.
What was true and beyond contradiction, however, was the fate
ofBelle's children and her many
other victims.
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