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E37 Accidental Trauma Mimicking Homicidal Violence

Samuel Prahlow*, Valparaiso University, 1212 Galien-Buchanan Road, Galien, MI 49113; Alexander Arendt, BS, Mishawaka PD & St. 
Joseph Co Metro Homicide Unit, 523 E Jefferson Boulevard, South Bend, IN 46617; Thomas J. Cameron, South Bend PD & St. Joseph 
Co Metro Homicide Unit, 523 E Jefferson Boulevard, South Bend, IN 46617; and Joseph A. Prahlow, MD, The Medical Foundation, 530 
N Lafayette Boulevard, South Bend, IN 46601

$IWHU�DWWHQGLQJ�WKLV�SUHVHQWDWLRQ��SDUWLFLSDQWV�ZLOO�������UHFRJQL]H�WKDW�RFFDVLRQDO�GHDWKV�WKDW�LQLWLDOO\�DSSHDU�WR�UHSUHVHQW�KRPLFLGHV�
DFWXDOO\�UHSUHVHQW�DFFLGHQWDO�WUDXPDWLF�GHDWKV������XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�FDUHIXO�VFHQH�DQG�DXWRSV\�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�LQ�HVWDEOLVKLQJ�
ZKHWKHU�RU�QRW�D�SDUWLFXODU�FDVH�UHSUHVHQWV�D�KRPLFLGH�RU�DQ�DFFLGHQW��DQG������DSSUHFLDWH� WKH�FRRSHUDWLRQ�QHFHVVDU\�EHWZHHQ�SROLFH�
agencies, death investigation agencies, and forensic pathologists in arriving at the correct conclusions regarding deaths due to trauma.

This presentation will impact the forensic science community by highlighting inter-agency cooperation in the investigation of cases 

in which initial police investigations are suspicious for homicide, yet, following careful scene and death investigation, it is determined 

that the cases actually represent accidental traumatic deaths.

2QH�RI�WKH�PRVW�LPSRUWDQW�DQG�SXEOLFO\�UHFRJQL]HG�UHVSRQVLELOLWLHV�RI�GHDWK�LQYHVWLJDWRUV�LQYROYHV�WKH�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�RI�KRPLFLGHV���
7KH�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ�DQG�GRFXPHQWDWLRQ�RI�LQMXULHV��WKH�DSSURSULDWH�FROOHFWLRQ�DQG�SUHVHUYDWLRQ�RI�HYLGHQFH��DQG�WKH�SURSHU�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�
RI�¿QGLQJV�FDQ�UHSUHVHQW�LQYDOXDEOH�FRPSRQHQWV�WR�WKH�RYHUDOO�FULPH�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�DQG�HYHQWXDO�DGMXGLFDWLRQ�RI�D�FDVH�� �'HVSLWH�WKH�
importance of excellent death investigation in the overall realm of homicide investigations, it is at least equally important, if not more 

LPSRUWDQW��IRU�IRUHQVLF�SDWKRORJLVWV�DQG�RWKHU�LQYHVWLJDWRUV�WR�ZRUN�WRJHWKHU�WR�LGHQWLI\�WKH�RFFDVLRQDO�FDVH�ZKHUH�LQLWLDO�SUHVHQWDWLRQ�LV�
suspicious for homicide, but upon closer investigation, it is determined that death is due to accidental trauma.  This study covers three 

cases, each of which had an initial investigation indicating a possible homicide.  In each, only after a thorough scene and postmortem 

examination did it become evident that each decedent was the victim of an unfortunate accident. 

Case 1:��3ROLFH�UHVSRQGHG�WR�D�FDOO�LQ�ZKLFK�DQ�XQNQRZQ�PDOH�ZDV�IRXQG�GHDG��O\LQJ�LQ�D�EDWKWXE�WKDW�FRQWDLQHG�D�SRRO�RI�EORRG���
$Q�H[WHQVLYH�KHPRUUKDJH�DSSHDUHG�WR�EH�HPDQDWLQJ�IURP�KLV�D[LOOD�FKHVW���$�EORRG�FRYHUHG��EURNHQ�FHUDPLF�SHGHVWDO�VLQN�VWDQG�ZDV�
adjacent to the bathtub.  Police considered the case a probable homicide.  Autopsy revealed a deep sharp force injury of the axilla, 

with transection of the right axillary artery and right axillary vein.  Toxicology testing revealed acute ethanol intoxication.  Subsequent 

LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�UHYHDOHG�WKDW�WKH�SHGHVWDO�KDG�EHHQ�EURNHQ�IRU�PDQ\�ZHHNV���%DVHG�RQ�WKHVH�¿QGLQJV��LW�ZDV�GHWHUPLQHG�WKDW�WKH�GUXQNHQ�
PDQ�DSSDUHQWO\�IHOO�LQWR�WKH�DOUHDG\�EURNHQ�SHGHVWDO�VWDQG��FDXVLQJ�WKH�VHYHUH�LQMXU\��

Case 2:��3ROLFH�UHVSRQGHG�WR�D�FDOO�LQ�ZKLFK�D����\HDU�ROG�PDOH�ZRUNHU�ZDV�IRXQG�GHDG��O\LQJ�IDFH�XS�DW�KLV�ZRUNSODFH��D�UHF\FOLQJ�
center, with apparent head injuries.  Two distinct lacerations were evident on the left side of his scalp and the initial police impression 

ZDV�WKDW�WKH�FDVH�UHSUHVHQWHG�D�SUREDEOH�KRPLFLGH�GXH�WR�EOXQW�KHDG�LQMXULHV���$XWRSV\�UHYHDOHG�VHYHUH�FUDQLRFHUHEUDO�WUDXPD��FRQ¿UPLQJ�
the initial police suspicion of lethal head injuries.  Subsequent investigation revealed that the man had been using a crane-operated 

KHDY\�ZHLJKW�WR�EUHDN�DSDUW�PHWDO�VFUDS�IRU�UHF\FOLQJ���+H�KDG�UHSHDWHGO\�EHHQ�UHSULPDQGHG�IRU�QRW�VWD\LQJ�LQ�D�GHVLJQDWHG�SURWHFWLYH�
ZRUN�ERRWK�GXULQJ�WKLV�DFWLYLW\���+H�ZDV�IRXQG�RXWVLGH�RI�WKH�ERRWK��ZLWK�D�SLHFH�RI�EORRGVWDLQHG�VKUDSQHO�QHDU�KLV�ERG\���%DVHG�RQ�WKHVH�
¿QGLQJV��LW�ZDV�GHWHUPLQHG�WKDW�WKH�PDQ�GLHG�DV�D�UHVXOW�RI�DQ�LQGXVWULDO�DFFLGHQW��

Case 3:��$Q�HOGHUO\�PDQ�OLYLQJ�LQ�D�UHWLUHPHQW�KRPH�ZDV�IRXQG�GHDG�QH[W�WR�KLV�EHG��ZLWK�KLV�KHDG�UHVWLQJ�DJDLQVW�D�EORRG�VRDNHG�
PDWWUHVV���+LV�VFDOS�KDG�D�ODUJH�ODFHUDWLRQ��WKHUH�ZDV�H[WHQVLYH�EORRG�VSDWWHU�RQ�WKH�ZDOOV�DQG�HOVHZKHUH�DW�WKH�VFHQH��DQG�WKHUH�ZHUH�DOVR�
LWHPV�RI�RYHUWXUQHG�DQG�EURNHQ�IXUQLWXUH���7KH�LQLWLDO�VFHQH�¿QGLQJV�VXJJHVWHG�D�SRVVLEOH�KRPLFLGDO�DWWDFN���$�SRVWPRUWHP�H[DPLQDWLRQ�
UHYHDOHG�D�VFDOS�ODFHUDWLRQ�ZLWK�XQGHUO\LQJ�DUWHULDO�LQMXU\���6XEVHTXHQW�LQYHVWLJDWLRQ�UHYHDOHG�WKDW�WKH�LQWR[LFDWHG�PDQ�KDG�OLNHO\�IDOOHQ�
RQWR�D�ODPS��VWULNLQJ�KLV�KHDG�RQ�D�PHWDO�SRUWLRQ�RI�WKH�ODPS��WKXV�H[SODLQLQJ�WKH�KHDG�ZRXQG���7R[LFRORJ\�WHVWLQJ�UHYHDOHG�DQ�HOHYDWHG�
HWKDQRO�OHYHO��SURYLGLQJ�DQ�H[SODQDWLRQ�IRU�WKH�IDOO���+LV�SDVW�PHGLFDO�KLVWRU\�ZDV�VLJQL¿FDQW�IRU�FKURQLF�DOFRKROLVP��

$V�H[HPSOL¿HG�E\�WKH�WKUHH�FDVHV�SUHVHQWHG��FRUUHFW�FDXVH�DQG�PDQQHU�RI�GHDWK�GHWHUPLQDWLRQV�DUH�WKH�UHVXOW�RI�FRRSHUDWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�
police, death investigation agencies, and forensic pathologists, as well as careful, detailed scene investigation, postmortem examination, 

and toxicology testing.  Although each of the cases presented was initially considered an apparent homicide, detailed investigation 

DOORZHG�IRU�DSSURSULDWH�GHDWK�FHUWL¿FDWLRQ���7KH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�FDUHIXO�REVHUYDWLRQ��ZLWK�FRUUHODWLRQ�RI�VFHQH��KLVWRULFDO��WR[LFRORJLFDO��
DQG�SRVWPRUWHP�H[DPLQDWLRQ�¿QGLQJV�FDQQRW�EH�RYHUHPSKDVL]HG�
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