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THE PHANTOM SNIPER

In the 1950s, some people didn’t have phones 
in their homes, so it was necessary for them 
to walk to a pay phone to make a call. In the 

City of Rivera on August 27, 1951, 21-year-old 
Lois Mae Kreutzer was walking from her resi-
dence to use a pay phone on the corner of Passons 
Boulevard and Rivera Road. The bang of what she 
thought was a backfire was instantly followed by 
a sharp pain in her back. Immediately returning 
to her home, she began to feel dizzy. It was then 
that she noticed the bleeding hole in her back. 

Two days later, Nina Bice, a divorced mother 
of two, was eating with her boyfriend at a hot dog 
stand in East L.A. As Nina began to drink a cup 
of coffee, her boyfriend heard what sounded like 
a backfire, and Nina fell face first into her food. 
Frantically raising up her head, he realized that she 
had been shot and killed. Nina would never get a 
chance to say “yes” to the marriage proposal that 
had been planned for her that night.

On October 16, 10-year-old Patricia Ellen Bry-
ant was waiting on the corner for a school bus in the 
City of Downey when she heard a pop from across 
the street. The little girl felt a sting in her arm and 
ran to her house to show her mother. The mother 
looked at her child’s arm and, seeing the bullet hole, 
immediately thought of the phantom sniper who 
had already shot two women. She called the Sher-
iff ’s Department and informed them of what had 
happened. When deputies responded to her home, 
she was able to give them a basic description: The 
suspect’s vehicle was a late model Ford or Chevy, 
and the suspect was a white male with a hat. 

Mrs. Irma Alice Megrdle was gardening in her 
front yard on November 22 when she heard what 
she thought was a backfire, followed by what felt 
like a bee sting in her buttocks. When she went 
into the house to inspect the injury, she discovered 
blood and realized that she had been shot. 

On the day after Christmas that same year, 
Audrey Merdock was in her kitchen, ironing 
clothes. A sudden pop was followed almost instan-
taneously by a window shattering and a sharp pain 
in her arm. Seconds later, she heard a car drive off. 

As Los Angeles County Sheriff ’s investigators 
examined these incidents, they realized it was 
not teenagers using zip guns, as had first been 
suspected. Zip guns were homemade weapons 
constructed of crude materials to fire bullets, 
usually .22 caliber, and were a favorite of gangs 
in the 1950s. Newspaper reports also claimed 
that the gunshots were from teenagers firing zip 

guns. Detective Lieutenant Vic England, who 
was assigned to the case, determined that it was 
not zip guns because they would have to be fired 
within five feet. He figured that since all the shots 
had come from a distance, they had most likely 
been fired from a rifle with a scope. 

For eight long months, communities were ter-
rorized. People were being shot on the street and 
in their homes. The random attacks followed no 
discernible pattern, making the case extremely 

difficult to solve. Citizens were afraid to go any-
where. Some women even called the Sheriff ’s 
Station requesting deputies to escort them to the 
mailbox. Sheriff Biscailuz and his deputies were 
under enormous pressure to solve these crimes 
and arrest the perpetrator. Deputies rounded up 
anyone they thought might be involved, includ-
ing teenagers who had previously been arrested 
for using any type of gun, even for something as 
minor as shooting a pellet gun at a dog. The Sher-
iff authorized extra overtime, and deputies spent 
hours on the streets working undercover as they 
tried to apprehend the elusive suspect.

At that time, very few people had television 
sets. So when crimes occurred, people didn’t find 
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Lieutenant England indicates where the bullet struck Lois Mae Kreutzer while she was in the phone booth. 
Inset: England holds a clipboard with a line showing the bullet's trajectory.

The coroner and homicide investigator inspect the 
murder scene, with Nina Bice’s covered body on the 
ground and bystanders looking on.

Lieutenant England measures the distance between 
a bullet strike and the phantom sniper, who poses in 
the car as though he is holding his rifle.



out until they read the stories in a newspaper. Not 
every town had a daily paper, so news tended to 
travel by word-of-mouth. The delay in getting 
out pertinent information not only made it more 
difficult to solve crimes, but the spread of rumors 
versus facts often instilled even more fear. 

Evan Charles Thomas and his wife lived in an 
apartment complex in Norwalk. On April 16, 1952, 
Mr. and Mrs. Thomas were having a disagreement, 
so she left to visit friends. Mr. and Mrs. Hiles, a 
young couple who lived in an apartment a few 
doors down, invited Mr. Thomas over to visit. 
When Thomas arrived, they all sat down to watch 
TV. Joan Hiles jokingly made some inappropri-
ate sexual comments to Thomas, but the remarks 
made Thomas uncomfortable. Joan’s husband, 
John, deciding to play along, joined in to harass 
their neighbor. Joan was having fun flirting with 
Thomas, but when she placed her hand on his leg, 
he became completely upset and walked out.

After Thomas left, Joan and John sat down on 
the couch and continued watching TV. A little while 
later they heard a popping noise. Joan got up to look 
outside and noticed there was a bullet hole in the 
window. Looking to see where the bullet may have 
gone, she found a bullet hole in the wall and real-
ized the projectile had gone right past her head. She 
called the Sheriff ’s Department, which sent out a 
patrol car with two deputies. Homicide Lieutenant 
England also responded. Homicide investigators 
didn’t normally roll out to shooting calls, but this 
one matched the MO of the phantom sniper.

Lieutenant England asked the woman what had 
been going on prior to the shooting. She explained 
that their neighbor had come over to watch TV 
and how her flirtation, although done in jest, had 
made the man uncomfortable to the point that he 
became upset and left. The lieutenant asked her 
how long after Thomas left that the shooting had 
occurred. She said it had only been a few minutes. 
As the investigator was interviewing the couple,  

their neighbor, Evan Thomas, reappeared. Thomas 
began talking about the phantom sniper and how it 
might have been the phantom who fired the shot. 

England noticed that Thomas had an obses-
sion with detectives. In order to get the man to talk 
more, England told him that he thought it was kids 
pulling a prank. Thomas began explaining why he 
thought it was the sniper and not kids. Playing on 
Thomas’ interest, England then said, “I think it was 
a .30-06. What do you think?” 

Thomas explained that he shot a .30-06 when he 
was in the military and that the bullet hole is much 
larger. Thomas insisted, “I’m sure it was a .22.”

England added, “I’ve never shot a .22. Do you 
have a .22?”

Thomas said, “Yeah, let me go get it.” He left 
and returned with the .22 rifle. England took the 
rifle and told Thomas, “I think the shot came from 

across the street.” 
Thomas asked, “Why 

would you think that?” 
England replied, “It 

looks like it came from the 
bushes across the street.” 
Thomas said he believed it 
came from the walkway and 
took England out to show 
him. Pointing to the ground 
he said, “Look, there’s a shell 
casing.”

England decided to 
transport Thomas to the 
station for questioning. 
When Thomas arrived at 
the station, he was escorted 
to an interview room by 

Detective Clifford Price and Detective Richard 
Daily for questioning. They quickly realized that 
Thomas had a giant ego and this could be used 
to their advantage. Detective Price told Thomas 
that the media was waiting outside and as soon as 
Thomas told them everything, the cameras would 
be allowed in to take his picture. 
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Mrs. Hiles on her living-room couch where a shot passed by, with 
Lieutenant England in the background

Homicide investigators and the DA pose with Evan Charles Thomas, the phantom sniper, just after they 
conducted a walk-through of the crime scene.

Evan Thomas signs a confession.



Thomas confessed to the detectives. He 
explained that he was awkward with women 
and had a difficult time initiating sex, but when 
he was ready to fire the rifle, it gave him sexual 
gratification. 

Thomas told detectives that when he shot Nina 
Bice, he wasn’t trying to kill her. He only wanted 
to scare her by shooting the coffee cup out of her 
hand just as she took a drink. His aim was off, so 
he accidently shot her in the head. 

He also described the attack on his neighbors, 
Mr. and Mrs. Hiles. Thomas explained how he 

left the apartment and 
retrieved his rifle from the 
trunk of his car, then went 
up on the upper walkway 
along the fronts of the 
apartments. Using the 
railing to support his rifle, 
he aimed and fired at Mrs. 
Hiles inside the apartment.

Once Thomas told 
them everything he had 
done, he asked for a ciga-

rette. The detectives brought him one and lit it 
before allowing the media cameramen in to take 
his photo. Once the press was done, the detectives 
ushered Thomas outside to the back of the station 
where he faced the people who, for a year, had 
lived in terror because of him. Forced to speak 
over a public address system, Thomas was not 
cooperative as he announced that everyone was 
safe now that he had been caught. 

During his trial, Thomas’s attorney tried every 
trick in the book, including claiming that his client 
was mentally ill. 

The witness who could best identify the sus-
pect was 10-year-old Patricia Ellen Bryant, who 
had been shot while waiting for the school bus. The 
little girl was very upset as she testified, shouting, 
“That’s him! He did it!”

After leaving the stand she continued yelling 
at the suspect, saying, “You made my mom cry!” 
Instead of admonishing Patricia to be quiet in 
the courtroom, the judge ordered two bailiffs to 
stand between the child and Thomas, instructing 
her to continue to tell the defendant whatever 
she wanted to say.

Evan Charles Thomas was convicted of first-
degree murder, as well as several other counts of 
attempted murder, and was executed in the gas 
chamber at San Quentin on January 29, 1954.

This was one of the first cases in which 
the Sheriff ’s Department linked crimes that 
occurred in different areas policed by the Sheriff ’s 
Department. I
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Thomas was forced to make a reassuring statement to the public at the back of the Sheriff ’s Station.

Patricia Ellen Bryant in court with Lieutenant 
England

The phantom sniper in a holding cell just after 
being sentenced to death




