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Francis Wildman loves his Wild Manor. 

Nearly 40 years ago, he built the house atop a hill in his hometown of Prescott, Ariz. Outside his window, low desert mountains are speckled with shrub oaks and Ponderosa pines. This was where Wildman returned with his wife, Tommie, and their teenage son, Mark, when he retired in 1965 after more than two decades in the military. 

And this was the refuge he fled to after setting fire to his son’s Boone County home in May 2001. 

He’d gotten away with it, too. 

And he knew all of it could have been avoided if only Mark had listened to him, respected him as a son should. He couldn’t understand why Mark had turned against him. 

When he was stationed in England as an Air Force officer, Wildman gave his son a worldly education. There were visits to famous museums, towering monuments and historic buildings. 

He later encouraged Mark when his son aspired to a medical career as a physician’s assistant. 

And when Mark married, Wildman gave his son’s growing family thousands of dollars in small monthly gifts. After all that generosity, Wildman felt abused by his son’s indifference to him. 

But to be ignored to the point of not being invited to his granddaughter’s wedding was too much. The aging veteran had to send a message, and he did it in flames. 

And now, two years later, Francis Wildman sat in his favorite recliner and reread his diary entries about the fire, written with confidence and glee. 

June 28, 2001: “I can’t believe I successfully ‘stumbled’ through an odyssey — not well planned, ‘led from On High’ to the ‘Our Son.’ Justice for maximum, faithless, disloyal, traitorous withdrawal of any relations by Mark F. Wildman. ‘Our Son.’ It would be a joy to me to somehow know of their lifestyle now, day to day. The self-doubt, the wondering. ‘Who would?’ ‘Who could?’ “ 

He had been angry for years after Mark and his wife, Judith, had rejected him, and the wedding invitation that never came was just too much. So he had taken a train to Missouri, and while the dearly beloved were gathered in a Columbia church, he set their house on fire. 

Even after the fire, Wildman’s assault continued. He deluged Mark and Judith with vindictive letters and postcards but was careful never to mention the fire. 

No need to. It had happened two years ago, and the law still hadn’t touched him. 

But when Wildman picked up his ringing phone on May 18, 2003, and heard the voice of Detective Luis Huante, the walls of his beloved Wild Manor became a cage. 

The Yavapai County, Ariz., sheriff’s deputy was at his gate with Boone County Assistant Fire Chief Ken Hines and sheriff’s Detective Ken Kreigh. Huante announced they had a search warrant and wanted to come inside. 

“No, you can’t come up.” 

“Well, we’re coming up,” Huante replied. 

Knowing he had no choice, Wildman opened the electronic gate, and Hines drove his rental car up the lane to the tan home at 2075 N. Arrowhead Drive. 

The signs were everywhere. 

Hanging along a chain-link fence surrounding Wildman’s hilltop home were narrow boards adorned with patriotic and religious sayings carved in calligraphy. 

The hodge-podge of sizes and shapes lent the boards an appearance of old barn wood scraps dangling in the air. The signs seemed to announce that a man with a message lived here. 

To Hines, the signs just seemed like a big mess. 

Wildman stood outside in a pair of denim overalls, a flannel shirt and a trucker’s cap. His pockets bulged with ink pens. He cordially greeted the men with a smile and invited them inside. 

Wildman’s house was choked with documents, thick notebooks and burgeoning files. Bookshelves warped under their heavy loads, and boxes overflowed with letters, postcards and photos. 

The compulsive Wildman hand-labeled nearly everything in sight, inscribing even commonplace items like “stapler.” 

The mass of it overwhelmed the officers. The search would be daunting, but Hines stood at the doorway and let out a breath of relief. 

Finally, we’ll know for sure. 

Wildman smiled again and asked the officers to sign his guest book. The folksy demeanor seemed superficial and creepy to Hines, but he sensed the old man was caught by surprise. 

With the guest book signed, Kreigh read aloud a Miranda warning. Wildman signed the warning and consented to questioning. 

Kreigh immediately asked Wildman about his relationship with his son and daughter-in-law. 

Wildman’s eyes watered as he explained their estrangement. He said the last time he visited Columbia was in the mid-1990s to see his son’s new house. He added that he and his wife were treated so poorly, they never returned. 

“You haven’t been back to Columbia since then?” Kreigh asked. 

Wildman paused before answering. “No.” 

“You weren’t in Columbia May 12 of 2001, when your granddaughter was getting married? Didn’t you stay at the Red Roof Inn?” 

Wildman paused again. 

“I was on vacation here in Arizona.” 

Kreigh again asked Wildman about staying at the Red Roof Inn. 

“What’s that?” Wildman asked. 

“That’s the motel you stayed in,” Kreigh said. 

“I think it’s best not to talk to you any further and that I should maybe call my lawyer,” Wildman said. 

With the interview over, Wildman agreed to show the officers around. He took them to his basement home office and opened a red Craftsman tool cabinet filled with decades worth of diaries. 

“You won’t find what you’re looking for in there,” he said. When the investigators asked him to explain, the old man said nothing and returned to the living room. 

During the search, Wildman sat in his recliner. He’d bought it in 1959 in England during his Air Force years. He closed his eyes. 

Huante returned to the living room with Wildman while Kreigh searched the office and Hines sifted through the garage. 

Hines struggled to discern what sort of organization there was, if any, to the mounds of documents. It seemed hopeless at first, but eventually Hines found a receipt dated May 11, 2001, for $5.66 from Bandana’s BBQ in Columbia. At the top, in Wildman’s handwriting: “For ‘loyal’ Mark.” 

It was evidence in Wildman’s own home that he’d arrived in Columbia at least a day before the fire and apparently stoked his anger over a barbecue sandwich. 

Hines then went to the master bedroom. Like the rest of the house, it was swollen with papers. 

I need more. I know there’s got to be more. 

As he closed the door, he spotted a pile of outdated calendars on the floor, several from 2001. 

Hines crouched down and picked up a religious calendar someone had titled “Family Synopsis 2001.” He looked up the May 12 entry. 

Scrawled notes recorded the 6 p.m. start time of the Wildman-Shifely wedding and the address of Mark Wildman’s home. Though circumstantial evidence, the calendars were an important find. 

As he sat in the old recliner, Wildman wondered what to do about the 16 pink Post-it notes. They were tucked in a journal inside a briefcase at his feet. 

I’ve got to hide the journal, but how? 

He opened his eyes and saw Huante talking to his wife, Tommie. Wildman bent over quickly and opened the case’s latches as quietly as his diabetic-numbed fingers would allow. He pulled out the journal and stuffed it between the cushions of the recliner. 

Fearing the detectives would search his chair if the briefcase were empty, Wildman planted a diversion. 

From the pocket on his bib overalls, he pulled out a red pocket diary — its contents mostly vague notes — and slipped it inside the briefcase. He closed his eyes again. No one had seen him. 

When Hines and Kreigh returned to the living room, Huante told them Wildman seemed particularly attentive to the briefcase at his feet. 

Hines opened it and found a page of hotel listings from a Columbia telephone directory, an article about the fire from the Tribune and the red pocket diary. 

After four hours, the officers seized 21 items: letters, postcards, receipts, calendars and the contents of the briefcase. Wildman signed the inventory list. 

After they left, Wildman looked back at the old recliner and smiled. The journal was safe. 

So, too, were the pink Post-it notes tucked inside, notes on which he had written a full confession. 

The Prosecutor

May 11, 2004, 1 p.m.

Leaning over her desk, Connie Sullivan pushed a lock of dark brown hair behind her right ear and held a magnifying glass to the calendar page. It was after lunch when she set about reading tiny, spidery words packed into each of the inch-and-a-half dated squares. 

The Boone County assistant prosecutor had first picked up the 2001 calendar more than a year ago. It was one of many Hines brought back from Francis Wildman’s Arizona home. She had stayed on top of the investigation all along, but now that the trial was a week away, Sullivan began to re-immerse herself in the facts of the Wildman case. 

She had Wildman’s calendar entries, his phone records and receipts detailing the cross-country trip to Columbia. She could even show that his unbridled anger toward his son and daughter-in-law was motive for arson. On March 6, 2001, Wildman noted a desire to see Mark “maimed and torch his home.” 

Though Sullivan felt confident of a conviction, the evidence to this point had been purely circumstantial. 

She started by reading entries from January through April 2001. The fragmented thoughts were written in five different colors of ink. Held out at arm’s length, each month resembled one of those abstract art prints once sold in the hallways of shopping malls. The ones that, if you relaxed your eyes just right, revealed a hidden sailboat or a puppy. 

Her eyes ached. She set the magnifier down, pulled off her reading glasses and leaned back in her chair. 

This is like the freaking “DaVinci Code.” 

On some dates, Wildman’s frenzy of words spilled over the lines. Within each box were accounts of visitors to his Arizona home, walks taken, movies seen and physical and emotional ailments, of which there were many. 

Diarrhea. Fatigue. Depression. 

Wildman’s writings announced that he was near death on a near daily basis. There were battles with low blood sugar, emotional trauma and throbbing legs. 

But threaded throughout were Wildman’s words about his son, Mark. 

Thief. Monster. Betrayal. 

Despite his anger, he thought of little else than seeing Mark. The obsession colored his thoughts much like the multicolored inks on the calendar pages. 

Sullivan put her reading glasses back on and began reading again. Taking another look at the month of the fire, she started with the first. In the days leading up to May 12, the entries were progressively spotted with references about making plans, preparations and constant repacking. 

When she got to the 19th day after the fire, Sullivan and her magnifying glass leaned in close: 

May 31: “Invite Jim Price. Sat. ‘Confession.’ A.M.” 

Her eyes froze on the blue letters. Without moving them, Sullivan reached across her desk for the phone. 

Apparently, Price had quite a story to tell. 

● ● ●

In his sworn telephone deposition given two days later, the Rev. Jim Price answered questions from Sullivan and Francis Wildman’s defense attorney, Pamela Lambert. 

Price told the lawyers that on June 2, 2001, three weeks after the fire, he went to Wild Manor to have lunch with his longtime friend, who seemed troubled. 

He sat across from Wildman in a travel camper parked in the old man’s driveway, and Wildman pushed several pink Post-it notes across the table. 

Price told the attorneys he was stunned. Here was a man confessing to burning down his son’s house. He said Wildman was remorseful but also worried that the minister wouldn’t keep his secret. “I said … I would never talk about it,” Price told the attorneys, “because, you know, he told me in confidence.” 

After about four hours, the two men shook hands, hugged and the minister left. 

Price said he never would have broken Wildman’s confidence had Sullivan not called him. He said Wildman was a close friend and had felt guilty for what he had done. 

Now knowing the minister was willing to come to Boone County to testify against her client, Lambert encouraged Wildman to come clean. The next day, he pleaded guilty. 

The Guilty Plea

May 14, 2004, 9 a.m.

Francis Marion Wildman III walked with his wife, Tommie, into the third-floor courtroom of the Boone County Courthouse. He was about to plead guilty and be sentenced for burning down his son’s house. 

He wasn’t afraid of getting locked away. Even if he were sentenced to prison, he had a fool-proof plan to ensure he would never serve a single day. 

The irony of how he’d been caught did not escape him. His own words, recorded so privately but revealed so publicly, had sealed his fate. 

Wildman later would say he felt betrayed and disappointed by Price. The confession, Wildman said, came out of a need to explain his actions, not just remorse. 

“I felt guilty,” he said. “I had to share it with someone, to leave a legacy of what my motivations were. I was an upset, unbalanced person. I did it. I would not look for forgiveness even now. I’m a believer of my life being directed by God.” 

Holding his English felt hat in his hands, Wildman sat down at the defense table and felt the insulin-filled syringe tucked in the bill. He knew he was watched. Having once worked in a military prison, he was familiar with security. Two additional syringes were hidden in his clothing. Even if he had to kill himself, he would not go to jail today. 

Assistant Prosecuting Attorney Connie Sullivan informed Circuit Judge Gary Oxenhandler what the unscheduled hearing was about and how it hinged in part on a settlement agreement with the insurance company. 

Defense attorney Pamela Lambert sat with her cell phone in her hands waiting for the call that Wildman’s offer, more than $300,000, was acceptable. 

The phone rang. Lambert stepped out of the courtroom and reappeared moments later. The offer was accepted. They could proceed. 

The 82-year-old Wildman was sworn in and directed to the witness box. It had been three years since the fire, and time had worn his body. His steps were slower, his frame less straight. 

In a soft voice, he admitted the crime. 

“I poured some oil, motor oil, on the front porch steps, and I ignited it with a cigarette lighter,” he said. “I left immediately.” 

Fire investigator Ken Hines sat in the back of the courtroom, knowing the old man hadn’t used motor oil, something more like paint thinner. It hardly mattered now. 

Oxenhandler followed the sentencing recommendation Sullivan had offered: In addition to the $300,000 settlement, Wildman would pay a $1,000 fine. He would not go to prison. 

Both the prosecutor and the victims believed that the only true punishment for such a man was to sit in the witness stand and admit what he’d done. 

His son never heard the confession. He was absent from the hearing, choosing once again to avoid all contact with his father. 

In a no-nonsense voice that resonated to the back of the courtroom, in sharp contrast to Wildman’s weakened tone, Oxenhandler spoke: “I want you to know that I’m making this sentence reluctantly. If you were a younger man, if you were in better health or if you were a resident of Missouri, you would be going to the Department of Corrections.” 

He then issued a warning: “Don’t stick your nose back in this state.” 

● ● ●

Today, the frugal Wildmans live comfortably enough on his $2,300 monthly military pension, their Social Security and teaching pensions. He hasn’t bought a suit in 30 years. 

“I inherited everything I have,” he said. “All my jackets, sports coats and slacks are from people who are dead.” 

To pay the insurance settlement, Francis Wildman mortgaged Wild Manor for $270,000. To make up the difference, his wife dipped into her stocks. While Wildman expects his house will go to the bank after he and his wife die, he’s arranged for his diaries to go to a local museum. 

Mark and Judith Wildman have rebuilt their home on Yeager Road, and they held a second wedding reception for their daughter and son-in-law on their first anniversary. They invited members of the Boone County Fire Protection District. 

Except for minor changes to the floor plan and a few exterior changes, the rebuilt house is much the same as the old one. The gray metal door that Francis Wildman knocked on so vigorously before setting the fire is gone. In its place is a brightly colored, stained-glass door designed by Judith and her son, Michael. The frosted white, teal, blue and purple glass welcomes in more light. 

The porch is now constructed of solid concrete. And the family has added a security-camera system and a driveway alarm. 

“We didn’t have any fear before,” Judith Wildman said. “As long as he’s alive, he’s capable of anything.” 

Mark Wildman won’t talk about his father, but he doesn’t object to his wife’s accounts. 

Back in Prescott, Tommie Wildman is getting on with life, but thoughts of her husband’s crime still linger. She discovered his secret a month after the fire when she came across the pink notes. Angry, she confronted him but never considered turning him in. 

“He’s my husband,” she said. “And I didn’t want him to go to jail. I couldn’t have turned him in. I was very unhappy with the decision he’d made, but it was done.” 

She admits her husband has problems, but she doesn’t think he’s crazy. 

“I don’t know where the defining line is between heartbreak and mental illness.” 

Today, convicted felon Francis Wildman talks freely about his crime, and he remains somewhat unapologetic. He explains that on the day of the fire he was caught up in a hypoglycemic fugue and an attitude fueled by years of undeserved rejection. 

Still, he doesn’t excuse himself entirely. 

“I knew where I was — I knew what I was doing,” he said. “But I was alone, away from home and in a strange environment. On that day, I was anxious about catching the train and leaving.” 

He knows he will never be part of Mark’s life again, but his desire to see his son remains strong. And it doesn’t take much to bring Wildman to tears. 

“The feelings are not buried down very far,” he said. “Mark, he’s grown up and he’s an adult. I’ll never see him again, and that’s OK. I did the best I could with what I had.” 

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

Mike Kennedy�1948-2004 


Capt. Mike Kennedy, 56, the first fire investigator on the Wildman case, died of cancer on Aug. 5. 


“He was a tough bird,” Assistant Chief Ken Hines said, “and just the guy you wanted on the hose line with you — not scared of anything.” 


In the hours before Kennedy died, Hines visited him at home, and returned a short time later when he heard his friend had passed. 


He then helped a hospice nurse dress Kennedy before his three children came into the room to say goodbye. 


“He was my friend,” Hines said. “He was proud that we solved the Wildman case and called to congratulate me despite his constant pain.”








