A Burning Obsession, Part 1
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The "captain" flicked the lighter. He watched as the early evening sunlight sifted through the surrounding oaks, dappling the gray, two-story house with glowing spots and moving shadows. 

And Francis Marion Wildman III — artist, teacher, U.S. Marine Raider, Navy pilot, Air Force captain — was about to fulfill his mission. Always, his thoughts strengthened his resolve. 

God has led me here. 

The 79-year-old man, slowed by chronic heart problems and diabetes, stood in the driveway wearing plain slacks, a white shirt and a sports blazer. A camouflaged cap bearing a Marine emblem crowned his balding head. 

The house was empty. They were all at the wedding. A wedding he wasn’t invited to. 

Ungrateful. Disloyal. Rejected. 

He’d phoned the house from his hotel room 30 minutes earlier and now knocked vigorously on the gray, metal door. There was no room in his plan for unintended victims. 

Months of painstaking planning culminated in this moment. But now that it was here, Wildman was numb, thinking in a fog. The two-day train trip from Flagstaff, Ariz., to Kansas City had taken a toll. 

Now, bending his tall frame, he tore a piece of cloth from a wrapping on one of his edema-suffering legs. He soaked the cloth with a petroleum liquid and touched it to the lighter’s blue flame. 

Once the cloth ignited, he laid it on the wooden porch, which he also had soaked. 

He rose and looked around. He saw the plastic-wrapped bouquet of flowers he’d tossed on the hood of a gray car in the driveway. He’d brought the flowers as a ruse, just in case someone had come to the door. 

"These are for the wedding," he would have said with a smile. 

With the liquid poured and the flame lighted, it was time to go. He walked to his car - a rented blue Mercury sedan - and got inside. 

And as he drove up the curved, gravel driveway, he did not look in the rearview mirror to see the canopy of trees slide like curtains over his son’s burning house. He looked ahead and drove on. 

It was done. And he had a train to catch. 

6:39 p.m.

The electronic tones sounding from his portable radio alerted Ken Hines that his weekend barbecue plans would have to wait. 

An assistant chief for the Boone County Fire District, Hines was used to having his personal time interrupted by other people’s troubles. 

By the time his silver sedan reached Stadium Boulevard’s crossing at Interstate 70, Hines could see the enormous black plume inking the sky. 

This is going to be an all-nighter. 

Arriving at the driveway of 3883 Yeager Road, Hines began directing water flow from large, portable pools to a pumper engine near the burning house. That’s where his friend, fire investigator Lt. Mike Kennedy, already was trying to find out why Mark and Judith Wildman’s house was in flames. 

Over the next hour as the fire raged, Hines directed the rotating fleet of tanker trucks. But his routine was interrupted when the scene commander announced that Kennedy had collapsed with a heart attack. A tough ex-Marine, Kennedy had joined in the firefight by helping his crew hoist heavy water hoses. 

With Kennedy down, the crucial role of investigator suddenly belonged to Hines. He quickly retrieved a camera bag and evidence kit from his car and walked down the 500-foot lane through the trees. 

Once down the hill, he found Kennedy complaining of pain but reluctant to go to the hospital. But Hines knew Kennedy well enough to see the relief in knowing his replacement had arrived. 

As a ranking officer, Hines ordered Kennedy to go to the hospital and watched as the ambulance drove his friend away. 

The sky had grown dark, and spotlights from the fire engine illuminated the house, now a water-soaked, smoldering mass of blackened rubble. 

About a dozen firefighters searched for hot spots and used tarps to cover what was left of the family’s belongings. 

Now Hines could see the fire’s full measure of destruction. Steam rose from ashy debris. The roof had collapsed into the second floor. The front bumper of a small gray car in the driveway had melted from the searing heat. 

Hines placed his camera bag on the stone wall near the car and looked closer. The right-front tire was flat. His eye then caught the bouquet of flowers on the hood. Surrounded by ruin, the flowers seemed out of place. 

Turning his attention to the house, Hines saw a black "V" pattern of damage extending up from the front door to the second floor and roof. He now had a good idea the fire started at the base of the front door, on the porch. 

The heavy fire char along the ledger board that connected the porch to the house and the alligator-type charring underneath likely meant that the porch had been soaked with a flammable liquid. 

He glanced to the right. 

Hanging 6 inches from the house’s outdoor faucet was a severed garden hose. Any thoughts that the fire was accidental washed from his mind. 

This was a crime scene. 

7:30 p.m.

A smiling Judith Wildman practically floated out the doorway of the reception hall. 

Her daughter, Maigan, any groom’s beautiful, blond dream, had just married her longtime beau, Daniel Shifley, at First Christian Church in downtown Columbia. 

It was a traditional wedding ceremony, and everything had gone perfectly. As an added bonus for Judith, it all took place the day before Mother’s Day. 

Judith held her daughter’s soft, flowing bridal veil. She was taking it to the car to be stored during the reception. 

What a day to remember. 

She was caught in a blissful moment when she saw her neighbor, Jeanne Crowley, walk up the steps with worry on her face. 

That’s odd. Why isn’t she dressed for the reception? 

Jeanne craned her neck to look around Judith’s shoulders, searching. 

"Is Mark around?" 

"He’s in the reception," Judith answered. 

"There’s been an accident," Jeanne said. 

The words sliced through Judith’s heart, and a mother’s questions poured out. 

Where are my kids? Where is my husband? 

Mentally, she took inventory of each family member. 

They’re all here. They’re all safe. Aren’t they? 

"What do you mean by ‘an accident’?" 

"A fire. There’s been a fire." 

"Oh. … OK. Is it bad?" 

"It’s bad." 

● ● ●

Francis Wildman spent the day before his granddaughter’s wedding videotaping his son’s house. He also taped Mark’s office and the church where the ceremony would take place. Later, in a diary, he would refer to the tape as "Our Son," as an ironic play on the word "arson." 

As authorities soon would discover, the $400,000 fire was a culmination of years of psychological warfare the patriarch waged on his family. He wanted to show Mark that when a son rejects his father, there is a price to pay. And he wanted to give his despised daughter-in-law, Judith, a wedding day she "would remember for a long time." 

Wildman thought the strong-willed Judith had usurped the control he had held over Mark. Judith was the reason Mark had cut off all contact. 

She turned him against me. 

Mark and Judith admit they had rejected Wildman years earlier. They said over the decades, he tried to control nearly every aspect of their lives. 

He shelled out unsolicited advice on everything from housekeeping to how they spent their money to how they raised their children. If his advice wasn’t followed, Wildman vented his anger on them. 

When the couple’s daughter, Maigan, was a teenager, he sent her a series of caustic letters saying her parents were bad people and pressuring her to leave them and move in with him and her grandmother, Tommie. 

Wildman, who once witnessed his college-age son smoking marijuana, became convinced Mark was a drug addict and dealer who grew marijuana at his Columbia home. Wildman reported his son to the Boone County Sheriff’s Department, which investigated and found nothing. 

In his compulsive manner, Wildman recorded everything. He kept hundreds of old calendars, some of them religious. On days encouraging forgiveness, mercy and understanding, Wildman wrote of anger, rejection and betrayal. 

He kept a ledger of every cent he gave his son like a nurtured grudge. But he insists he never wanted to be repaid. To him, the records proved he was a generous father and that Mark was ungrateful without reason. He readily produces the records like courtroom evidence. 

In conversation, Wildman is the kindly old man, joking and quick to laugh at himself. But privately, black feelings envelop him like storm clouds, and he rains that darkness down on the offender in jarring letters. 

Over the years, he sent his son and others hundreds of notes, letters and postcards, many scolding their behavior and reminding them of past transgressions. 

He sent books and educational tapes on topics he believed they should absorb and appreciate. And if he wasn’t promptly thanked, he’d send a reprimanding letter. 

In his letters and diaries, he is critical and judgmental but deflects return criticism by bringing up his depression, suicidal thoughts and declining physical health. 

During his last family visit to his son’s Boone County home in the mid-1990s, Francis Wildman quietly complied when his daughter-in-law asked him to remove his shoes at the door. 

But in his trademark style of shaking his finger through his pen, he left 20 messages scolding Judith for what he saw as disrespect. He left the messages on Post-it notes throughout the house, and some were so well hidden, Mark and Judith wouldn’t discover them for weeks. 

● ● ●

On the train back to Arizona, Francis Wildman’s thoughts were clouded. His swollen legs ached. He tried to sleep but couldn’t get comfortable. 

He did not wonder what had happened to his son’s house. That was behind him. 

None of this would have happened, he reasoned, had Mark listened to him instead of Judith. 

She’s why he betrayed me. It’s her fault. 

Wildman had tried to be a good parent, but fierce father-and-son conflicts nothing new to his family. In the 10 years before his own father died, Francis often exchanged hate mail with the old man. He did not attend his father’s funeral. 

His parents divorced when he was 15. And like his mother, "a daughter of the prairie," Wildman began keeping voluminous diaries as a teen. It was a form of coping for him, a habit that made even mundane events seem important. 

After his parents’ divorce, Wildman looked for a place to belong. He found it in the military, first the Marines, then the Navy. After his Navy discharge in 1945, he enrolled at Northern Arizona University and graduated with degrees in history and geography. 

In 1949, he returned to the military, this time the Air Force. For the next 16 years, Wildman lived in England and California with his wife and child. After his discharge, the retired captain brought them back to his hometown of Prescott, where he taught school and built his desert home, Wild Manor. 

For years, they were simply the Wildmans - a close-knit family in matching red-and-white sweaters. Francis Wildman stretched his artistic talents to include a sign-making business. But always a teacher, he set out to educate the masses. He sought out fresh concrete sidewalks and inscribed lengthy, historical timelines that stretched throughout Prescott. 

They were to his legacy to Mark. But now that his son had rejected him, he had left a different legacy, and it still smoldered at 3883 Yeager Road. 

The Investigation

May 13, 2001

The day after the fire, Ken Hines returned to the blackened shell that used to be Mark and Judith Wildman’s home. 

A number of family members were there, sifting through the debris. 

Nearly everything was gone. They had lost several antiques, including a treasured organ that sat in the entryway. Judith Wildman boxed up family photos, other heirlooms and her extensive collection of hand-made baskets. 

Her father, Sterling Gardner, tried to be encouraging. "It’s just stuff," he said. "And there’ll be plenty more of that." 

Hines asked Mark Wildman whether anyone had a grudge against the family. Could there be problems with his daughters’ old boyfriends? To both questions, the answer was no. 

Deep into the interview, Hines asked Mark whether he knew a "Bruce Barton," the name used by the tipster who reported months earlier that Mark was a drug dealer. Again, the answer was no. 

As Hines prepared to leave, newlywed Maigan Shifley approached with her mother. She knew who started the fire. 

She said her grandfather had done it because he was not invited to the wedding. She described how he constantly sent her strange messages and gifts, and she mentioned the letter pressuring her to move in with him. 

Standing nearby, Mark Wildman was skeptical. 

"Do you really think a 79-year-old man would come all the way here from Arizona just to burn down our house?" 

"Yes," his wife answered. "I think he’s the only one who could have resented us this much." 

● ● ●

Hines returned to the burnt home again two days later to pick up his first important evidence. The family’s caller ID device showed that a phone call had been received at 5:55 p.m. on the day of the fire - five minutes before the wedding was to begin. 

He had the number traced to a room at Columbia’s Red Roof Inn at the Providence Road exit of Interstate 70. Within a day, he got confirmation from staff management that a Francis Wildman had been a guest during the dates surrounding the fire. 

Hines could now place the old man in Columbia. He just needed to find out how he got to town and whether he had come to the house. 

He subpoenaed Wildman’s credit card and bank records. Because he couldn’t find that the suspect had flown or taken a bus from Arizona, he looked to the passenger trains. 

It turned out that Wildman left his Prescott home on May 8, 2001, and drove to Flagstaff, Ariz., where he boarded an Amtrak train bound for Kansas City. 

Hines subpoenaed the suspect’s telephone records and later interviewed a Tribune employee who said that within a week of the fire, a "Bruce Wildman" had ordered copies of the Tribune’s May 13-18, 2001, editions and had them sent to a Prescott, Ariz., address. 

By this time, Hines knew about Francis Wildman’s compulsion to keep diaries. Knowing that arsonists often keep records of their crimes, Hines believed the most crucial evidence would be found in Wildman’s home. 

But unexpectedly, the case would sit cold for a year before a search warrant could be secured. 

Hines, a longtime military reservist, was called into active duty at Scott Air Force Base in Illinois. He accomplished little on the case over the next year beyond phone calls and follow-up conversations. 

In his Arizona desert home, Wildman no longer ruminated on the arson. No detective ever stopped by. No reporter ever called with questions. No one could prove anything. 

See what happens when you reject your father? 

After his release from active duty in October 2002, Hines resumed the investigation full time. Armed with witness interviews, letters, phone records, train schedules, hotel receipts and police records, he met with Boone County Prosecuting Attorney Kevin Crane. 

Crane, poring over Hines’ report, finally looked up. It was time to pay Francis Wildman a visit. 

Next Sunday: Francis Wildman’s perfect plan begins to unravel. 

Reach Mike Wells at (573) 815-1720 or mwells@tribmail.com.

