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John St. John, the legendary Los Angeles homicide detective whose exploits over more than four decades in investigations like the Black Dahlia and Freeway Killer murder case led to the Jigsaw John TV series, died Wednesday.St. John, 77, whose seniority before his retirement two years ago gave him the Los Angeles Police Department's detective badge
No. 1, died of pneumonia and pancreatic cancer at a hospital in West Covina, the department said. They called him Jigsaw John for two reasons. The first was that he solved, with characteristic perseverance, a dismemberment murder in Griffith Park a few years ago. The second was solving murders is like piecing together a puzzle, and John St. John was
good at it. He joined the force in 1942, served a tough apprenticeship as a beat cop before trading his crisp blue uniform against the wrinkled suit and battered gray fedora by a homicide detective in 1948. I've done almost everything in this police, he told a reporter a few years ago. I guess I have more experience with blood and guts than anyone else around.
That experience served him well. Over the years, St. John solved at least two-thirds of the more than 1,000 cases he handled – cop murder, murder of an ex-cop, murder for money and murder for passion, gangland manslaughter – murders often too horribly violent for movies or television. You have to see the face of a real victim, he told a reporter in 1974.
You have to go to a murder scene, and you have to see the face of death. Agony. They could never fake that on TV. His empathy for murder victims was rooted in an attack that left him blind in one eye. A year after joining the ward, he was attacked from behind by a young prisoner wielding an iron bar that was ripped from a prison lair. You learn, he said,
effortlessly from memory. Now I know what it's like to be a victim. Now I know what it's like to be here to die. St. John was a stubborn cop, but a fair one. He treated everyone the same, regardless of race or color or anything else, Times columnist Al Martinez, who knew St. John well, said Wednesday. St. John was a rare man, Martinez said. Although he was
a law-and-order man, thoroughly dedicated to policing, he firmly believed in the rights of the accused. No one was ever roughed up by John St. John. It was Martinez who wrote the Jigsaw John TV show. The series, based on St. John's investigations, with actor Jack Warden in the title role, ran for 15 weeks on NBC. In real life, St. John wasn't like most of the
detectives you see on TV. He was fatter than most, shorter than most and went with a tired shuffle. He had a gold tooth in front of him and usually wore a battered black attaché case. He never shot anyone. And at the time of most of his celebrated he was older than most. If there was a softness for the man, there was also a jungle of caution, a tested
knowledge that life can turn violently in a hurry. You know when you have to be worried? he once asked a reporter. That's when you kick a door in to get to someone who's armed and dangerous. You knock once, and if there is no answer, the door goes down - bang, right now! he said. But that's about 10 seconds from the time you knock until you get your
guy, once you know, sure that, someone can die. St. John was slow and when he was at his best, old, his peers used to point out. And that, they said, was why he was so damn good. He took his time when he questioned witnesses and carefully studied crime scenes, searching for clues. He had an excellent memory for details, often linking unsolved cases
to a suspect by remembering the minutiae of crime long forgotten by others. He always solved his cases with what he called the pyramid effect, Martinez said. He said you start with a broad base of opportunities and you eliminate, eliminate, eliminate. When you get to the top, it's the culprit. In 1982, after the Police Department awarded St. John its
Distinguished Service Medal, a colleague, Don Ham, paid him a murder detective's ultimate compliment. If I ever kill anyone, I'd hate like having old John on my case, Ham said. Because sooner or later he's going to get you. William Bonin, the so-called Freeway Killer now awaiting execution on California's Death Row, probably would agree. Bonin, a truck
driver from Downey, had prowled Southern California in a van in 1979 and 1980, picking up teenage-age boys, strangling them and dumping their bodies next to highways in Los Angeles and Orange counties. Acting on an informant tip, St. John tracked the suspect for eight years, gathering much of the evidence that led juries to convict Bonin of 14 murders.
But there were murders that St. John couldn't solve, and they bothered him. Sometimes I wake up at 3:00 in the morning and think about them, he says. One of them, in 1947, became known as the Black Dahlia murder case. St. John wasn't on the case initially, but he joined the investigation a year later, when he became part of the LAPD's robbery/homicide
team. Elizabeth Short was a young woman - always described as beautiful by the press - whose naked body, cut into two at the waist, was found in a vacant plot near Exposition and Crenshaw boulevards. It was the most sensational crime of the decade. Like others on the investigation team, St. John chased lots of leads, but they all came to nothing. Yet he
never gave up the case, and was still assigned to it when he retired. Another case that haunted him was the murder of Helen Jones Meyler, whose body was found in her Los Angeles apartment 27, 1972. This old lady never hurt a fly all her life, St. John told a reporter. And this guy comes into her apartment and maybe she hears him, so he picks up a
candelabra. . . St. John used to drive past the apartment every month or so. He parked his car and walked up the stairs and listened for something that could give a clue. He would stop at the door and stare and look for something--all that might have been overlooked before. You know, the guy who killed her got maybe $25 - 75 at most, St. John said. Why
did he kill her? Why does he have to do the whole number? St. John stayed for a while, thinking about the case. Every time you have murders that are not solved, the lives of the victims remain incomplete, he said. They're still haunting us. They're still restless. It bothers me, Jigsaw John said. It's really bothering me. Edit No one was better at solving puzzles
than Los Angeles Police Officer John St. John. That's why he was nicknamed Jigsaw, as his amazing deductive abilities and interpretation of clues led him to solve a series of puzzling murders. Sam Donner was St. John's younger partner, and Maggie was an elementary school teacher that Jigsaw was dating. Written by Marty McKee
&lt;mmckee@soltec.net&gt; Plot Summary | Add Synopsis Parents Guide: Add Content Advisory for Parents » I've noticed that there has been a definite trend in the articles written for this column. Most of the characters have been from the Old West and a large majority of them have been Texas Rangers. I know rangers history is filled with stories of
individual bravery and remarkable feats of heroism, but I wanted to get a little closer to home: both geographically and chronologically. Like this, I'll give you one of the LAPD's finest. In 1986 a slightly round 67 year old LAPD Detective worked a serial murder case as the string of dead call girls had grown to 15. John P. St. John was one of 19 detectives
assigned to the murders. He was the oldest, most famous officer pd had to offer. A real no-kidding detective, he was both meticulous and stubborn. Sounds like things legend doesn't? Jigsaw John was old school even before they called it old school. St. John was born in 1918 and began serving the city of Los Angeles in 1942. He was given the detective's
rank in 1949 and held the post for 43 years. Yes, St. John would work 51 years with the department. In tenure alone you would assume he would have closed a huge number of cases, but his remarkable ability to remember all such small details from a previous interview or crime scene is what made him a legend and an authority on serial murder. Jigsaw
moniker arose when St. John solved a murder in Griffith Park where the victim had been mutilated, puzzle-style. His ability to piece together &lt;/mmckee@soltec.net&gt;insignificant details made the name stick. During his career as detective St. John worked on no less than 12 serial murders. He would be only the second to receive the LAPD's Distinguished
Service Medal after the eight-year investigation and subsequent conviction of Downey, the California truck driver, William Bonin, the Freeway Killer. Almost every high-profile murder case saw St. John's involvement including the famous Onion Fields murder. He is said to have closed more than two-thirds of more than 1,000 murders during his tenure. So
prolific were St. John's exploits that Los Angeles Times writer Al Martinez would write a book titled Jigsaw John. This would lead to an NBC TV series staring Jack Warden in 1976. St. John even had the distinction of wearing the LAPD Detective badge Number 1, although some claim this was of his own making. In May 1993 John P. St. John retired from the
Los Angeles Police Department. His intention was to become a technical advisor and work in the film industry. Unfortunately Jigsaw John would succumb to complications due to pneumonia and pancreatic cancer on May 3, 1995. Chief Willie L. Williams reintroduced Detective St. Johns to active duty as of May 2, 1995 as he makes his final trip as a detective
in the Los Angeles Police Department. He was survived by his wife, Helen St. John. For more on the extraordinary career of this LAPD Detective, you can check the LA Times archives or find 15 episodes of Jigsaw John. Rarely do we have such an astonishing individual with such a remarkable (and long) career. Career.
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