Following The Coldest Trail 

The 1956 murder of Carl DeLong Jr. has tormented his family for five decades and provided the grim beginning to a dark time for Bay area gays. 

Abducted from a downtown Tampa street corner, DeLong suffered a beating that put him into a coma for three weeks before he died. 

His 26 years of life were cursed by struggle and unfairness. He survived an abusive mother, a scandalous Army discharge and a court-ordered stay in a mental institution before falling victim to someone who roved the streets preying upon gay men. 

County and city officials used the circumstances surrounding DeLong’s death to order a crackdown on gay men and lesbians. Police raided bars and arrested people for sex crimes in an effort to purify Tampa of what some considered the perversity and lawlessness of homosexuals. 

DeLong’s death is the Hillsborough County Sheriff’s Office’s oldest cold case on record. A recent review of the file provided the victim’s sole surviving relative with some answers about his life, but it has also left many more questions, including: 

Who killed Carl DeLong Jr.? 
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TAMPA - "Mister, are you OK?" 

The driver gently shakes the shoulder of a young man lying on the ground with his feet hanging over the curb and his head in the dewy weeds. The smell of alcohol pegs him as a lost drunkard, but the bruise on his forehead and the beginnings of a black eye don't fit that scenario. 

Now more alarmed than suspicious, the driver speeds off to call for help. 

Minutes later, a Hillsborough County sheriff's deputy pulls up alongside the limp body. He finds a pulse, radios for an ambulance and searches the man's pockets. Inside a jacket, he finds the registration for a new 1957 Ford, listing a name, Carl DeLong Jr., and an address in St. Petersburg's Orange Blossom Trailer Park. 

No wallet. No footprints. No tire tracks. 

Three weeks later, the man found lying next to Riverhills Drive, in what is now Temple Terrace, dies, never having awakened from a coma. 

The story of his death rests in a black binder in the Hillsborough County Sheriff's Office Criminal Investigations Division on Falkenburg Road. It is the oldest unsolved homicide on record with the agency. Even though the case was reopened twice - in 1960 and 1989 - the leads never panned out. 

Now it's getting a fresh look. This time, as a hate crime. 

Carl's Early Years 

Carl DeLong Jr. was born Oct. 24, 1930, in Syracuse, N.Y., the son of a factory machinist, grandson of an early aircraft engine designer and descendant of a deposed French count. 

Carl was four years older than his sister, Alice. He was never unwilling to share, even secret indulgences, and once stole cherries from a pie to feed them to his giggling baby sister. 

Money was never plentiful, and their family stayed in the small apartments of boardinghouses all over the Northeast. 

Carl Sr. often acted as peacekeeper to the dramatic fury of his troubled wife, Harvetta. Her doll-like size contrasted her personality, which was abusive and quick-tempered. 

Their stormy marriage ended when Carl was 14 and Alice was 10. The children stayed with their mother for a year after the divorce. Her penchant for moving resulted in the children attending more than a dozen schools in three states before Carl dropped out of high school. 

Then Carl's father took him from the run-down Pennsylvania farm where he lived with his mother to another boardinghouse in Hartford, Conn. Alice pleaded to go, but she was left with Harvetta. The explanation - boys belonged with their daddies and girls with their mothers - broke Alice's heart. 

Carl was quiet. He kept his few belongings orderly, with every article of clothing folded and every one of his many balsa wood airplane models hanging just so. 

His polite demeanor endeared him to his many aunts, but it made Carl too soft in the eyes of others. 

From Army To Asylum 

Told it would "make a man of him," Carl enlisted in the Army a few weeks before his 22nd birthday. He was stationed in Hawaii and Watertown, N.Y., for a time during the Korean War. 

But less than 16 months into his tour of duty, something went wrong. 

Alice's parents told her that her brother had come on to a teenage girl, that he was charged with a litany of offenses and must enter a mental hospital to avoid a jail sentence. 

But that was a lie. The Army had discovered Carl's homosexuality and offered him an honorable discharge in exchange for court-ordered treatment in an asylum. 

Alice visited her brother once at the St. Lawrence State Hospital in Ogdensburg, N.Y., where they sat together in a sunny day room. The visit was short, and the conversation initially circled lighter subjects. 

Carl didn't talk much, but Alice needed answers. She couldn't believe he would molest a girl. 

"Did you do it, Carl?" Alice asked. 

Carl stared at her and said in a flat voice, "You know me better than that." 

Not long after he left the mental hospital in 1954, Carl moved to a trailer in St. Petersburg near his mother, who came to the area after her second divorce. 

The move south gave Carl the new start he needed. The slight, fresh-faced man, who was easily mistaken for being years younger, got a job at a diner, bought a car and made fast friends. 

The Investigation Begins 

Hillsborough sheriff's Detective Robert Strickland took on the task of finding out more about the unconscious man. He drove to St. Petersburg that morning - Oct. 29, 1956 - where a police detective helped him search Carl's small, tidy trailer. 

Among the belongings they found a check stub from Flo & Bill's Diner, where DeLong worked 10 hours a day and took home $41 a week. 

Strickland wrote in his report: "DeLong's buying a showy car on his pay, but having no girlfriend to impress, it was becoming obvious we were dealing with a sex deviate." 

Detectives knew Carl got off work at 10 p.m. that Sunday night and was last seen by his boss at midnight. 

Strickland and another detective visited 10 gay bars that afternoon, showing a photo of Carl. 

At 6:30 p.m., Strickland's office phone rang. A St. Petersburg police lieutenant said he had received an anonymous call from a man who saw Carl the night before. 

The caller, who later identified himself as Clayton Hoag, told investigators he and another friend had planned to pick up Carl at his trailer to take him to the Knotty Pine Bar in Tampa. 

When Hoag and the friend got to Carl's trailer, he wasn't there. They drove across the Gandy Bridge to downtown Tampa and parked near the bar at Morgan and Polk streets. They saw Carl's shiny, new, blue Ford sedan. 

They went inside the Knotty Pine, a place where a bartender not only knew what kind of drink a customer preferred, but what kind of customer a customer preferred. 

Hoag spotted Carl with two women at the bar. He appeared to be drunk, and from looks on the women's faces, Hoag guessed Carl was annoying them. 

The tall, slender blonde was Marion Koch. Doris Houser, a short, stocky woman with dark, curly hair, sat at her right. Both were in their mid-20s, and had lived together as a lesbian couple for two years. 

It was near closing time, but the tavern was still lively, thanks to a pre-Halloween party. 

Carl jokingly pestered Koch for a date. He even pulled out cash, as incentive. 

"Aww, come on," Carl pleaded with a smile. 

Hoag walked over and placed a hand on his arm. 

"Hey, Carl. Let's take you home, buddy." 

"Get lost," Carl said, shrugging off Hoag's grasp. 

Koch and Houser got up from the bar and walked out to the brick street. Carl followed, continuing to mockingly ask for a date. 

The women drove away. Carl went back inside. 

The bartender told the crowd to drink up and turned up the lights. It was closing time. 

Hoag followed Carl outside and offered a ride home, but Carl refused. 

It was 3:15 a.m., and the last of the customers wandered outside. As he walked to his own car, Hoag looked back again and saw Carl standing across the street, next to the bus station. 

A Family Grieves 

Carl Sr. traveled from Hartford to Tampa on money borrowed from his sisters and a now-grown and married Alice. He met with detectives and took many photographs of his son lying in a hospital bed. He would show them to relatives back in New England. 

Although his son seemed to grow more stable as the days went on, the father's desperate prayers for a recovery and for a culprit to be caught went unanswered. 

Carl DeLong Jr. died at 12:10 p.m. Nov. 20 at Bay Pines VA Hospital in St. Petersburg. Four days earlier, he had been transferred there from Tampa General Hospital because his parents were running out of money, and the military provided free medical care. 

His mother's sister, Ruth Christian Smith, wrote in a Dec. 4, 1956, letter to hospital officials: "We loved him very much - now he is gone and buried in the sands of Florida. May his soul rest in peace. God help us to bear it." 

Smith viewed Carl as a son. In a letter to investigators Dec. 15, 1956, she said the investigation's pace frustrated her. 

"Where is the truth?" she wrote. "God, let the police capture the killers - they have given much sorrow to all our family and trouble for many others to straighten out this chain of events." 

Carl's remains lie at Bay Pines' cemetery in Section 25, Row 4, Lot 10. 

A Strong Suspect 

In the days after the attack, deputies concentrated on customers who had been in the Knotty Pine Bar with Carl. 

Deputies zeroed in on Roger Nadeau, a 31-year-old former Navy seaman who worked the beaches of Miami as a high-diving showman. He was tan and stocky. 

Hoag told detectives that Nadeau had mooched drinks from other bar patrons and had complained of being nearly broke after being arrested three days earlier in St. Petersburg for reckless driving and spending almost all of his cash on a $65 fine. 

He called Nadeau "a rough customer" and accused him of making sexual advances to Carl. 

Deputies picked up Nadeau in Miami and questioned him for hours. While taking a polygraph exam, he denied ever seeing Carl - even after witnesses said they saw the two talking. 

Having no evidence to tie Nadeau to the attack, but feeling he wasn't telling the truth, deputies charged Nadeau with vagrancy and locked him up. The grounds: After they flew him to Tampa, Nadeau had no money and no place to stay. 

Nearly six weeks passed without a credible suspect. Then on Jan. 4, Tampa police arrested 17-year-old Ronald Craft while investigating the armed robbery of a gay man. Because of the similarities in the crimes, Strickland brought the teen to the county jail for questioning. 

Craft told deputies he had helped pal Jimmy Milcher carry out a similar robbery. He said Milcher told him he had been "rolling and beating queers" with a gang of young men for some time and that "Jimmy [said] he had hurt one queer real bad and he had gone to the hospital." 

Craft then revealed their method: 

Working in pairs, they hung out where men were known to meet for anonymous hookups: the downtown bus station, public restrooms, parks. 

One man would stand on a corner and watch for a likely mark. 

Sometimes the negotiations started with a sideways glance - a gaze that traveled slowly upward from the thighs. 

After a little small talk, the second man would walk over and ask to go along. Sometimes the mark was leery. But if he was agreeable, they would get in his car and head for a dark spot. 

That's where the victim would be robbed, then left. The young robbers would drive a short distance and abandon his car. 

"Most of these robberies are not reported because the 'homo' would rather lose the money than call attention to his own proclivities," Strickland wrote in another report. 

Believing they had been tipped off to a likely suspect, deputies rounded up 20-year-old James "Jimmy" Milcher from Homosassa, where he had been staying with relatives. 

In two recent instances, the victims had been dumped within three miles of where DeLong was found. One victim identified Milcher as the man who beat him. Milcher had been arrested three years earlier for a similar crime. 

During a polygraph, Milcher told Strickland he had committed several such crimes, but he denied attacking Carl. He passed the lie-detector test, absolving him of guilt in the detective's eyes. 

After Milcher pleaded guilty to several robberies, a judge that month sentenced him, Craft and three other young men to three years in prison. 

Some Clarity For Alice 

For nearly 50 years, Alice DeLong Steele wondered what happened to her brother and why. Most of the people associated with the case have died or can't be found. 

His tragic death made it difficult for some relatives to acknowledge even his memory. When Alice's aunts introduced her, they never mentioned she once had a brother. 

Alice last saw him seven months before he was attacked. 

"We were at the kitchen sink in his little trailer," she said. "In that space was Carl's toothbrush, toothpaste, shaving implements. All lined up, perfectly parallel to the sink. I know I thought it. Did I say it? 'Oh, Carl, you always were so neat.'" 

When her father died in 1971, Alice inherited his belongings and came across a box he had shown her years before. Inside were photos of Carl in the hospital bed and the casket. There were other shots of the casket as it was lowered into the grave. 

She burned the box. 

In 1998, news of a young gay college student's slaying in Wyoming gave her pause. Matthew Shepard was a small-framed, attractive young man who left a bar with someone he trusted. 

Was Carl gay, too? she wondered. 

"I'm still working on why they didn't tell me" about Carl, she said. "I know my father's sisters asked me to explain Carl's death as an 'automobile mishap,' because that way questions would not be raised." 

She read the case file on her brother's death - provided by The Tampa Tribune - in San Francisco, where she has lived for 38 years. Alice learned more about her big brother than she had ever known. 

"Tolerance is needed in this world," she said. "Young gay people, boys and girls, need love and not to be beaten." 

Targeted Because Of Hate 

The trailer court where Carl DeLong Jr. lived in St. Petersburg is now the intersection of Interstate 275 and the Interstate 175 spur. 

Much of Tampa's downtown landscape of department stores, restaurants and movie houses that Carl would have seen became monolithic office buildings. Developers tore down the building housing the Knotty Pine Bar in the 1960s and replaced it with what is now the Verizon building. 

Carl's case file sits among some 165 cases at the sheriff's office that for one reason or another have gone unsolved. 

Recently, the sheriff's new cold case detective, Chris Fox, reviewed the file and determined the motive probably had nothing to do with money. 

"The real purpose of the crime was to attack and injure a gay person," he said. "That was sadly frequent then. Probably it happened a lot more than was reported because homosexuality was not something most people were willing to discuss or reveal about themselves." 

The killing of one gay man greatly affected the lives of Tampa's gay and lesbian residents at the time, even if they had never heard of Carl DeLong Jr. 

Elected officials used his death to provide police carte blanche to raid gay clubs repeatedly, harass customers and chase out of town what they considered a growing perversion. The sheriff's office sought to root out suspected rings of homosexuals in county schools and hospitals and pressed known gays and lesbians to name others to avoid charges. 

The raids and harassment had mostly ended by the early 1970s, but the mystery behind the slaying remained. 

With no physical evidence or a confession, DeLong's murder might never be solved, Fox said. 

"Sometimes you do reach the place where there's nowhere left to go," he said. 

It would take just one witness, one piece of evidence or one person's guilty conscience to give detectives a reason to reactivate the case. 

For the victim's sole surviving relative, just one arrest would provide the answer she has been seeking for nearly 50 years. 

Reporter Mike Wells can be reached at (813) 657-4534 or mwells@tampatrib.com. 
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(CHART) Behind The Story 

Staff writer Mike Wells spent nearly three months researching the 1956 murder of Carl DeLong Jr. and its effect on the Bay area's gays and lesbians. 

Wells' story is based on the Hillsborough County Sheriff's Office investigation file and a 149-page report, which he used as springboards to search for related information in The Tampa Tribune's archives and other newspapers. 

Using government records, Wells and Tribune researcher Michael Messano attempted to find the investigators, witnesses and people who had been questioned in the case. Many had died, and a few could not be found, among them Clayton Hoag, Ronald Craft and Jimmy Milcher. 

Through phone and e-mail interviews with Alice Steele, the victim's sister, Wells fleshed out the story of her brother's life and the impact of his death on the family. 

(CHART) HEAR AUDIO 

“We lived in sort of a dysfunctional family,” says Alice DeLong Steele in an interview from her West Coast home. Of her brother, she says, “He deserved better.” 
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(CHART) SEE PHOTOS 

The clubs were named Fungies, Jimmie White’s Tavern, Knotty Pine and Midway Tavern. They were hangouts for gays and lesbians and some hosted drag shows and cross-dressing costume parties. Police raids followed.’’ 

On TBO.com. 

Keyword, Cold Case 

(CHART) WATCH VIDEO 

“One of two things happened,” Hillsborough County sheriff’s Detective Chris Fox speculates. “He was either bushwhacked … or he went with someone willingly.” 
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