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STOPPED

BY THEIR

TRACKS
By BRIAN BELL

TWO EXPERIENCED safe-crackers broke into a biscuit
company warehouse in Roanoke. Va. Wearing nylon

stockings over their hands so as not to leave any finger-
prints, they removed a 750-pound safe from the building.

Later picked up in a nearby town for questioning, they
denied knowledge of the job. Both recently had bought
new clothes, but their old clothing was located and they
unsuspectingly identified it.

This cost one of the men, Douglas W. Adams, 15 years
as a “three-time loser.”

Adams, despite leaving no fingerprints, literally put
his foot in it. He stepped on a cakebox lid during the
crime. Experts at the Federal Bureau of Investigation,
when they received his shoes and the box, were able to
prove by scratch marks on the cardboard top, left by a
nail in the heel of his shoe, that Adams had been there.

The FBI laboratory examiner testified at the trial.
He had photographs in which the nail-head was enlarged
120 times and similar blowups of the scratch marks. The
jury was convinced, and Adams went to prison.

“Practically any schoolboy knows enough not to leave
fingerprints at a crime,” an FBI laboratory technician said.
“But they have to walk in and out of a crime. Their foot-
prints are often enough to convict them.”

The FBI has experts in footprint and tire-mark identi-
fication who provide leads and often convictions for local
police. Their files contain more than 2,700 photographs of
different heels and toe patterns, and more than 2,000 tire
designs, including a recent addition to the collection—-
foreign-made treads.

When a crime is committed and a footprint can be
found, the local investigator makes a plaster cast of the
impression if it is outside. If the print is inside, he photo-
graphs it and often transfers it to fingerprint lifting tape.

The evidence is forwarded to the FBI laboratory here.
The footprint experts then compare the impression with
their files. When they make an identification, the informa-
tion is sent back to the local police. Then the law can
look for a man wearing that type heel or sole.

When a likely suspect is found, the police send his
shoes to the FBI. Again a comparison is made, this time
between the original impression and his shoes. Often, the
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Star Photos by Elwood Baker

Footprints tell the tole to modem crime investigotors. In this
simulated safe robbery, on agent darkens the room and searches
the floor with a flashlight, revealing prints not visible otherwise.
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A camera is brovgfit in to make a
picture of the prints beside a ruler.

Continued From Preceding Page

FBI can determine that beyond a doubt they

are the same. This type of evidence, testified
to by agents at a trial, establishes that the
criminal was at the scene of the crime. When
coupled with other evidence, it is damaging

The laboratory specialists don’t need a com-
plete print, either. Sometimes, only a small
section of the heel will be enough for positive
identification.

In addition to their tire and shoe work, the
FBI men, on occasion, have worked with teeth.
A burglar took three bites from a hunk of
cheese during a crime and left his snack behind
It was forwarded to Washington, where the FBI
made an impression of the cheese.

Soon five suspects were located All were

'made to bite cheese This somewhat tasty
evidence was sent in. By comparisons between
the impression on the cheees at the crime and
the new samples, the FBI was able to put the
finger on one of the suspects.

“It wasn’t very difficult in this case." the

Heel prints may also be "lifted" by using a special kind of tape, block
for white prints and the reverse for dark prints. Applied to any surfoce.

Hie tape transfers so its adhesive side the exact impressions left behind.
This backs up photographic evidence.
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laboratory man explained with a smile.” The
burglar had a broken tooth and bridgework.”

The men who have charge of the footprint
and tire identification at the FBI can’t spend all
their time in the laboratory. They visit shoe
factories and tire manufacturers. There they
observe how those products are made so that
on the witness stand, they are able to give truly
expert testimony and a quick-witted defense
attorney cannot make them look ignorant.

Keeping their file current is a big job and
an important one. for criminals are likely to be
wearing this year's shoes. At the beginning of
each year, the laboratory experts ask manufac-
turers to send them the new heels and soles
put out during the past year.

“Sometimes we get letters saying there have
been no changes in their models,” the agent said,
“but then again we may get 25 or 30 new
designs We photograph the new heels and
soles, put the pictures in our files, then either
return or throw away the heels and soles de-
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A piaster mold or mouloge is mode of
a footprint in soil. Casts of these
are reinforced and IVi inches thick.

pending on what the manufacturer tells us he
wants.”

The tire tread file Is a collection of blue-
prints, photographs and literature concerning all
the different types. When the experts discover
what type heel, sole or tire was used by the
criminal—sometimes from only a partial im-
pression—they furnish the Investigator with a
photograph of the entire design to make his
search easier. The FBI lab conducted more than
540 examinations of footprints and tires last year.

These examinations and subsequent testi-
mony have sent up murderers and convicted
bank robbers.

Sheriff Roy Conway of Pike County, Ky.,
was killed instantly by a rifle shot as he was
coming out of his house in July, 1950. Neighbors
heard the shot and the sound of running feet
in a nearby alley. When the alley was searched,

a fresh heel print was found. A plaster cast was
sent to the FBI.

The investigation turned up two brothers,

operators of a road house which the sheriff had
raided a month before the murder. Their apart-
ment was searched and two pairs of wet shoes
were found. The FBI determined that the heel
of one of the shoes had made the print in the
alley.

The laboratory expert testified at the trial.
The heel print was the only direct evidence
linking the brothers with the murder, but when
combined with overwhelming circumstantial
evidence, it was enough. They were sentenced
to life imprisonment.

A bank robber, fleeing after taking $2,573
from a bank teller in Duluth, Minn., lost an
overshoe. In the low-cut rubber, when examined
by the FBI, was found the impression of a heel.
Three weeks later in Minneapolis, a suspect was
picked up. His shoes matched the print in the
rubber, establishing that he was at the scene
of the crime. He was convicted and sentenced

to 10 years.
“We catch a good many criminals with our

heel and sole flies,” an FBI expert said. “But
don’t forget to say we also often prove a suspect

wasn’t there and free an innocent man.”
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The casts are sent in with the dirt still on
them. Sometimes the soil links with other evi-
dence which the crime laboratory develops.
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Out of a file of 2,700 photos of heels
and soles, print identification is easy.

Shoes from suspects which closely match
the print are carefully gone over with cali-
pers and examined for identical signs.
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Under a water stream, the dirt comes off,
revealing a heel impression from which
agents can ascertain size and make of shoe.
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