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A labor leader’s
wife is brutally mur-
dered, leaving
a mystery that re-
mains unsolved

i

Even Dick Law's enemies
liked his wife Laura. “She
was a Methodist, not 4 Red,”
her. mother told police. (Daily
World Archives)

NOTABLE DATES IN
THE LAURA LAW CASE

JAN. 5, 1940
Laure Law found murdered.

JAN. 18, 1940

Dick Law, Laura’s husband,
is cross-examined at 3
coroner’s inquest. The alk-
leged Communist seethes
that the authorities ought
to quit “covering up” and
subpoena fen suspects.

JUNE 4, 1940

The Aberdeen ihquest

~ adjourns following the
Jury’s finding that Laura
Law had been murdered
“by an unknown person or
persons.”

1550

An anti-Communist “expert
withess” testifying sgainst
ten alisgedly Communist
aliens facing deportation,
brings up the Law case
and implies she was as-
sassinated to prevent her
from revealing the “inside
story” of Communist Party
activities.

JULY 1,1953

Dick Law, 45, commits
suicide in an Olympia
hotel room.
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Who Killed Laura Law?

October 6, 1998

Editor, The Daily World, Aberdeen —

Is the City of Aberdeen ever going to arrest the per-
son or persons who mutrdered my grandmotber in
19402 Or are they going to sweep it under the rug
forever?

My name is Eric Law, youngest son of Richard S.
Law Jr. Richard S. Law Sr. and Laura Law were my
grandparents.

When I was sixteen, my father and I were driving
across the Arizona desert, when out of the blue he
started telling me this fantastic story of murder and
power abuse by the mill owners and the City of Ab-
erdeen.

I was taken aback by my father’s story. You see, he
has never been a man to tell of bis past. But be told me
he thought it was time for me to know the truib about
some of the things that baunt our family.

Now that I am 27 T've spent some time looking into
the history of that tragic event. I'm still left with the
question: “Is someone going to find out who did this?”
Likely most of the people involved are now dead, but
I know some are not. _

Thank you for whatever you can do to help to find
out who killed Laura Law. |

Eric Law
Corpus Christi, Texas

O KILLED LAURA LAW?
Decades after one of the most sensa-
tional crimes in American labor history,
the question lingers, from the Polish Club tavern on
gritty old Grays Harbor to labor remples and lec-
ture halls in Seattle, San Francisco and New York.
Latter-day leftists, historians and amateur detec-
tives are still poking through the State Archives,
where Laura’s bloody slip reposes with the flotsam
from her front room — Life magazines, fuel oil
bills, mysterious telegrams. There are files thick
with police mug shots, witness interviews and FBI
dossiers signed by J. Edgar Hoover.
“Who killed Laura Law” begs 2 thousand other
questions — “Why?” for starters. There’s a maze
of theories, all of them the stuff of film noir: spies,

ON THE HARBOR

thugs, scabs, defiant labor leaders, cigar-smoking
publishers.

Was it Laura’s husband, Dick, 32, an alleged
Communist supposedly catrying on with 2 book-
keeper in the woodworkers’ union? Or was that
rumor just part of the plot against the Iabor leader

— partof a “reign of rerror” by mill owners against
the “working class” on the Harbor?

The Timber Worker, house organ of the Inter-
national Woodworkers of America, declared that
local prosecutors immediately “began openly to
lay the groundwork of a thoroughly organized at-
tempt to frame” Law “by trumping up a fantastic
‘sex triangle’ explanation of the murder”

Helen Soboleski, described by the press as “the
plump, bespectacled,” allegedly “not-so-secret
other woman in Dick Law's life,” wore a black, full-
length coat with fur collar and turban-style hat at
the coroner’s inquest and was quickly dubbed “The
Woman in Black”

Was it the Red-baiting local Better Business
Builders, a group dedicated to ridding the unions
of “Communist gangsters” and other “un-Ameri-
can radicals”? Dick Law had been their poster boy.
In 1939, with allies in the American Federation
of Labor and renegade “white bloc” conservatives
in the Congress of Industrial Organizations, the
Business Builders had distributed hundreds of
bright red “We're Coming” hammer and sickle
handbills and “wanted” posters — complete with
a prison miug shot — headlined “Why won't Dick
Law let us work?” - |

'The left branded the Business Builders “Sawdust
Caesars” and “small-town fascists.”

Was it a professional “liquidation” by a hit man
dispatched by Moscow because Laura — a Finn-
ish girl incensed over Russiz’s 1939 invasion of her
homeland — was reportedly threatening “to spill
the beans on Dick and his Commie pals™

Did Laura know too much?

What did she know?

Even Dick Law’s worst enemies liked Laura. At-
tractive and spunky, she had “a sort of mirth in
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Laura Law lies dead around 11:30 p.m., January 5, 1940. In the background, Aberdeen Police Officer Job Gillespic talks on the phone. When
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Dick Law arrived at bome, be sank to bis knees and cried out, “Why do this to her, a poor innocent kid?” (Jones Historical Collection)

her voice.” “She was 2 Methodist, not a Red,” her
mother told police. “She was [iberal-minded but
not 2 Communist. ...~

The police investigation, inquest and press ac-
counts of the sensational crime revealed a com-
munity so bitterly divided into ethnic, labor and
political factions that the question “Who killed
Laura Law?” seemed to defy answer.

As the factions appropriated the question to
further their own interests, the murder acquired
immense symbolic importance and attracted na-
tional attention. Laura Law’s death became the
focal point of conflict between “Red” Finns and

“\White” Finns, business and labor, the AFL and

the CIO, Communists and anti-Communists.

Dick Law symbolized the effort not only to
unionize the timber industry but also to push the
labor movement in the radical direction advocated
by Harry Bridges, the powerful leader of the long-
shoremen’s union.

Russell V. Mack, the politically ambitious pub-
lisher of the Grays Harbor Washingtonian, Ho-
quiam’s morning daily, was a leader in the use of
anti-Communism as a weapon against the local
unionization movement. He was destined to be-
come a Republican congressman.

PN THE HARBOR

AS THEY SAWIT

“The murder of Mrs. Dick
Law was an outrageous,
hortible crime.

“Every person in this city
and throughout this district
ahominates it, with the sole
exception of the murderer if
he is still here.

“This city and community
cannot rest of be sasy unti!
this murderer is apprehend-
ed. This is so, whatever the
mative that prempted the

i crima.

“Np person here is safe,
no home is safe, s0 long as
he remains at large. ...

“Grays Harbor has had
murders before, of men
mostly, but we do not
recall that it has ever had
a rmurder like this or one
more atrocious. Mrs. Law
had harmed no one. She
was a fine young woman of
a good family ... Mrs. Law
was devoted to her home
and her smail son.

“Yet it was in the quiet
and security of this home,
brutally invaded and broken,
that she was beaten 1o
death. No one saw the
slayer erter ...

“No one héard the Kiiler
at hig awful task, the little
boy did not stir in his sleep.
The blows were struck, tThe
awful deed accomplished,
the house was ransacked
and papers strawn about
as if robbery, although there
appears to have been none,
prompted the crime and,
his work done, the murderer
left as quietly and as unob-
served as he came.

“It seems impossible that
it couid have bheen so0, and
it is impossible, for however
careful and cauticus he
may he, the murderer can,
not hide his tracks, and
thay eventually will lead
directly to him, whoever he
may be.’

— “Atrocious Murder,” Ab-
erdeen Daily World, January
8, 1940



NEWS OF THE DAY

“Mystery today cloaked the
brutal ax murder of Mrs.
Dick Law, pretly wife of a

CIO union leader, as local

" authorities announced that
Luke 8. May, noted Seatile
criminclogist, would be
called here 10 assist in
seeking a sohion of what
Mayor Herbert Horrocks
described as ‘Aberdeen’s
most dastardily, hideous
and needless crime”’

“Mrs. Law was found by
her mother, Mrs. Nestor
Luoma, slumped against
the davenport at her home,
11217 East Second street,
last night as the parents
returned from a show.

*There wasg no sign of
a struggle, police said,
although papers and
magazines had been
thrown about the floor and
dresser drawers dumped
in three bedrooms. Dick
Law, Jr., 3vearold son, was
asleep in his bed in one of
these rooms, the blankets
indicating that he had not
been disturbed while the
murderst worked.

*Mr. Law was at a
union meeting and was
summoned home by his
fatherin-law. He returned
home in a taxi leaving
nis car downtown when
Luoma telephoned union
headquarters and, without
explaining what had oc-
curred, asked him o hurry
home.

“Law had driven his
parents-inlaw downtown -
about 6:30 o’clock and
after dropping them off

- &t the theater joinad in
union conferences, he told
police,

“Mrs. Luoma, who shared
the home with Mr. and Mrs_
Law, found her daughter Iy-
ing against the davenport,
her head battered and split
with an ax.

“Later, police discovered
there were six mysterious
and small weunds in the
murder viztim's left breast.

“Dr. John W. Stevenson,
county coroner, said his
examination indicated that
Mrs. Law was murdered be-
tween 7 and 8 o’clock.”

— “Harbor slaying mys-
tery unbroken,” Aberdeen
Daily World, January 6,
1940
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On the other front, Howard Costigan, execu-
tive secretary of the leftist Washington Common-
wealth Federation, immediately recognized the
political value of the Aberdeen controversy to the
Popular Front movement that was trying to bring
Communists and liberals into a coalition.

State Sen. Frank Morgan of Hoquiam, con-
vinced that civil rights issues were at stake, se-
cured the involvement of the American Civil
Liberties Union.

John Caughlan, an Aberdeen native, was so
concerned about police suspicion of Dick Law’s
involvement in his wife’s death that he rook a leave
of absence from his position as a King County
deputy prosecutor in order to defend Law. He
became known as “the Commie lawyer.”

On the night of the murdet, Friday, January 5,
1940, 25-year-old Laura Law was at home with
the couple’s young son. Her husband was out at-
tending to union affairs. Her parents, Nestor and
Sally Luoma, lived in the same house at 1117 East
Second Street, near the muddy Wishkah River.
But they were at a double feature — “U-Boat 29”
and “Taming the West” — at the Weir Theatre in
downtown Aberdeen. It was “Bank Night,” which
attracted theater-goers with the promise of prizes.
An uncle who often stayed with them was also
away for the evening,

Laura and “Dickie,” nearly 3, had just returned
from Oregon, where they had spent Christmas
with her husband’s terminally ill mother.

Probably the strain of assisting in her mother-
in-law’s caze and the Jong train trip had left Laura
feeling tired. She bathed her son and put him to
bed, then sat down on the living room couch to
work on an afghan and listen to the radio. She
didn’t bother to empty the bath water or pick up
the toys scattered on the floor around the Christ-
mas tree.

The killer delivered savage multiple blows to
her head. Laura’s skull was smashed open in four
places with a blunt object some time between 8:30
and 10. Her assailant — or assailants — also
stabbed her left breast seven times with a stiletto
or ice pick.

Tt was a crime so brutal that former Aberdeen
police chief and longtime county coroner John
Bebich, who had seen all manner of mayhem,
recoiled in hotror at the autopsy photos after
reviewing them in 1999. “It’s overkill,” he said.

“Vicious. Awful!”

ON THE BARBOR

Returning from the movies, Sally Luoma en-
tered the upstairs of the home around 10:25 and
found Laura slumped on the sofa.

“Laura,” she said, “why are you Iaymg down that
way?”

"There was no answer.

Sally tossed her umbrella under the tinseled tree
and put her arms around her daughter.

“Laura, what's the matter?” she said, giving hera
gentle shake. Then she saw some of the blood.

“Laura!l Have you had a hemorrhage or a nose
bleed?”

There was no answer.

Laura’s forehead was cool.

She let go and Laura slumped off the couch and
lay sprawled on the floor, lifeless, her glasses shat-
tered, her afghan loom nearby. Sally saw “the ter-
rible cuts on her head, her face turning black,” the
red river of blood coursing from below the sofa.

“My God! My God! What has happened here?”
she screamed. The front room locked “as ifa cy-
clone had hitit.”

She rapped on the floor to summon her hus-

band, who had used the downstairs door when
they came home from the show. Then she called

“central” — the operator — because she didn't

know the number of the police station. “I think
I'll always remember that number: Aberdeen
3800,” she said larer.

“They've killed Laura!” Sally declared as Nestor
finally got: the message that something was wrong
and came running up the stairs, two at a time.
Nestror rushed into the back bedroom to check
on his grandson.

“The baby is all right,” sound asleep, Luoma told
his wife, then did as she instructed and rang Dick
Law at the Woodworkers” hall downtown. “Come
home! Come quick! Come quick!” he implored.
Law could hear his mother-in-law screaming in
the background.

Law hailed a taxi and told the cabbie to get him
home in a hurry. Once there, he dashed up the
stairs, sank to his knees, clutched his wife’s body
and cried out, “Why do this to her, 2 poor inno-
cent kid?”

Dick Law told police investigators that his en-
emies must be responsible for the murder. He
believed they had entered his house in search of
information to furnish to the Dies Committee,

which had been created by Congress to investigate




Lasra Law’s flower-covered casket is borne to a grave at Fern Hill Cemetery n Aberdeen on January 12, 1940, by fellow members of the Inter-

national Woodworkers of America auxiliary, with Harold Pritchett, president of the TWA, following. The six women were Dorothy Anderson,
Gladys Anderson, Esther Sicfkin, Claretta Ortan, Rose Dyer and Aartje Patton. About 2,000 were on hand. Pritchett eulogized Laura as “a
fallen sister ... who cannot have died in vain. Howard Costigan, executive sectetary of the Washington Commonwealth Federation, said she

“died for this struggle.” (Seattle Post-Intelligencer)

un-American activities. He was especially suspi-
cious of the anti-union Business Builders and two
of its agents, Jobn Vekich and John Deskins.
Aberdeen Police, already viewed by the left as be-
ing in cahoots with the Business Builders, made
things worse by failing to protect the crime scene,
the cardinal rule in a murder investigation. Chief

George Dean, a legendary investigator, was out of
town.

“Tt was like Grand Central Station in there,” Dick
Law said the next day, although many of those
roaming the house were his union associates.

“When I arrived, the house was full of people who
had no reason to be there,” retired Aberdeen Police

ON THE HARBOR

ANOTHER VIEW

“The brutal stabbing and
peating of Laura Law brings
the reign of terror, intimida-
tion and violence that grips
Grays Harbor to a ghastly
crescendo.

“This is murder — mon-
strous, hideous, cold-bload-
ed. And it is the resolve of
the International Woodwork-
ers of America that not one
moment’s rest will be ours
uniil the actual executors
of the bioody affalr are ap-
prehended. ...

“The responsiblitty for the
state of affalrs in Grays
Harbor which breeds such
a crime as was commitied
last week rests squaraly
upon the shouiders of
the gfficials of the city of
Aberdeen and the county of
Grays Harbor and certain
members of the Better
Business Builders.

“Law enforcemeant and
police protection in both
Aberdeen and Grays Harbor
county has broken down,
if they haven't been dis-
mantled. ...

“The complete disregard
of the city and county
authorities on Grays Harbor
and fhelr imporied experis

* for the very apparent motive

is an indictment against
them for dodging their
responsibility for soiving
this murder by attermnpt

ing to frame Dick Law. ...
Failing in this, the attempt
will be made to pigeon-hole
the crime as the work of an
‘ax-murderer; a ‘maniac,’ a
‘dope fiend.” ...

“The reign of terror in
Grays Harbor must end be-
fore it spreads and others
are murdered. The city and
county officials there are
neither capable nor inclined
10 do the job. This is work
for the United States Gov-
ernment — for a Federal
Grand Jury, the Civil Rights
Division of the Department
of Justice and the LaFollette
Civil Liberties Committee to
go 1o the roots of the terror-
ism in that community as
epitomized by the murder of
Laura Law.

“This is murder, and some-
thing is going to be done
about it.”

— “This is murder,” Timber
Worker, January 13, 1940
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CAST OF CHARACTERS

Laura Law, 25, horn in Fin-
land, married to a militant
union leader and herself an
activist, having established
the union awxiliary.

Dick Law, 32, her hug-
band; business agent for
the international Wood-
workers of America.

Saily Luoma, Laura Law’s
mother,

Nestor Luoma, Laura
Law’s father; the Laws and
lLuemas live in the same
hotuse at 1117 East Sec-
ond Street in Aberdeen.

B.B. Jones, Aberdeen
photographer.

Jofin Caughlan, deputy
King County prosecutor, on
ieave of absence to repre-
sent Dick Law and his in-
laws. His father was once
a minister in Aberdeen.

Irvin Goodman of
Portland, attorney for the
Congress of Industrial
Organizations, which was
formed of unions that
broke away from the more
conservative craft unions
in the American Federation
of Labor in the mid-"30s.
He was Caughlan’s co-
counsel.

Stanley J. Krause, Grays
Harbor County prosecutor.

Paul 0. Manley, deputy
prosecutor.

John W. Stevenson, M.D.,
county coroner.

Herbert “Bert” Horrocks,
mayor of Aberdeen.

Frank L. Morgan, state
senator, D-Hoquiam, repre-
senting the American Civil
Liberties Union.

Denee Dyer, business
agent for Local 3-2 of the
International Woodworls:-
ers of America znd a good
friend of the Laws.

N.E. Mason, business
agent of the ClO’s Grays-
Willapa Harbor Industrial
Union Council arid a good
friend of the Laws.

The inquest jury: Dan
Mitchell, Aberdeen barber;
E.L. Deering, Aberdeen
service station empioyee;
A.G. Rockwell and Frank
Anderson, both Hoquiam
insurance rnen; Stephen
Girard, Hoquiam Eagles
lodge leader, and M. .
McPherson, Aberdeen
building custodian and
former engineer.
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Captain Nick Yantsin wrote in 1990 on the fifrieth
anniversary of the murder. “Dick Law was there,
as was his mother-in-law ... not to mention many
of Law’s friends. They were wandering about the
house, leaving their prints on everything.

“Twas appalled.”

About 2,500 mourhers, including union leaders
from throughout the Northwest, attended the
graveside service for Laura at Fern Hill Cemetery
on a rolling hillside overlooking Aberdeen.

Law’s suspicions about anti-union elements were
shared by speakers who eulogized his wife as a
labor martyr. Howard Costigan made a pointed
reference to the “Centralia massacre,” the bloody
confrontation between American Legionnaires
and the Industrial Workers of the World — the
Wobblies — in 1919.

‘The assumption that Laura Law was the victim
of union strife seemed reasonable. She had assisred
her husband in his union work, helping in the soup

kitchens during the birter Grays Harbor strike of
1935 and in organizing 2 Woodworkets’ union
auxiliary later. NLE. Mason, business agent of the
Grays-Willapa Harbor Industrial Union Council,
CIO, told the inquest into Laura’s murder that she
was the first president of the auxiliary.

“That is not just a knitting society,” he said. “Tt
is a very militant, active society taking up all the
problems affecting the men.”

Dick Law, meantime, had an arrest record and
during 1939 had been the target of intense attacks
by the business community, the AFL unjons and
the white bloc in his own union. The International
Woodworkers of America — the TWA — leaned
left, bur its right wing wasn't weak. There had been
numerous threatening notes and phone calls to his
home.

To businessmen like Russell Mack, the militant
union movement posed a threat to the economic
recovery of the Harbor area. Forced by the New

The Red Finn Hall at 718 East First Street in Aberdeen the day after the vigilante taid on December 2, 1939. (Jones Historical Collection)
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