
 

Chapter 8.9 – The Holmes Murder Trial 

“Deprived of drugs, an addict will try to run over his best friend with a car, beat him with a club, strangle 
cats, and kill dogs.” 

-“Porn King” – The Autobiography of John C. Holmes 

“Episcopals tend to go pretty easy on hellfire.” 

-Joseph Mitchell 

*** 

When David Lind was laying low in a rundown area of west Sacramento, he preferred the $28 a night 
suite at the Sunset Motel. The year was 1992, the Nash and Diles trials were all over now, and Lind was 
back struggling through his meager existence. On this day, Big Dave was expecting company. As he and 
his old lady had shot up the last of the Mexican brown tar heroin the day before, his wife was now 
pacing the floor in between curtain-twitching and quick, to-the-point phone calls; she was trying to 
score. 

Earlier in the day, the phone rang and she hastily answered the call believing that it was her score. It 
wasn’t, it was a call for Dave – his bail bondsman. He hadn’t called about business or court, but he did 
ask Dave for a solid. The favor was this: Could you please talk to my cousin’s son? He’s started getting 
down the wrong path with drugs. Can you talk to him and warn him of the dangers? Dave agreed, “Send 
them by,” he replied. 

When the knock came at the door of room 17, it could not have come soon enough. Dave’s old lady was 
jones’ing hard and driving him nuts. She would soon be pacing and smoking fast in front of company. 

“So, you like doing drugs?” David asked the seventeen-year-old. 

“Yeah, but with my friends. I don’t sell weed or coke though. I was just caught with my stash,” he 
explained. 

“Well, in this world you are free to do as you please,” Lind agreed, stroking downwards on his long 
greasy, prematurely gray beard. “But if you think there are no consequences to that life, I have a story 
for you – the story of my life, the story of Wonderland.” 

The aging Lind was only in his early fifties, but he appeared much older. In his youth, he resembled the 
character actor, William Smith, rough yet handsome. But time and lifestyle had been no friend to him. 
He always had beady, menacing eyes – a front of sorts to the macabre wheels of his mind. His eyes had 
served him well in his youth – frightening the hell out of a half-ass dope dealer here and there, but now 
Lind was just plain scary. And even though he now fostered the grandpa-look, he still frightened most 
whom he met. 



It was no different, when in 1989 Lind made an appearance as a guest with several other infamous 
characters on the episode titled “Highly Publicized Murders” at the Morton Downey, Jr. Show. The 
recent Nash and Diles indictments and the surrounding publicity of the murders had no doubt brought 
Lind’s story to the surface. 

Lind’s appearance and behavior fit right into the theme and overall substance of Morton Downey’s hard 
edged, hard hitting television talk show. During the discussion, and always the shit-stirrer, Downey 
goaded the rotund Lind, who now sported a face and head covered in shaggy gray, along with a big pot 
belly, into a near brawl by suggesting how convenient it was for Lind to have been absent the night of 
the Wonderland murders. This comment set Lind off – he rose to his feet – he wanted to rip Downey’s 
head off from his body. But security for the show stepped in and escorted a seething Lind from the 
stage. In his younger days, he would have made it to Downey a lot quicker but now he had trouble 
getting up from a chair. The rest of the show went off without a hitch. 

The boy Lind had talked to in room 17 that morning for an hour got the point. He eventually found a job 
that he liked and began to straighten his life out. The old sage from Sacramento, this half-ass biker and 
dope addict’s speechifying worked. The kid was scared straight – by David Lind. 

Shortly after the father and son departed room 17, the phone rang again. It was Big Carl, he was back 
from Sutter County – he had good news – he had scored some good dope down there. 

Having worked myriad odd jobs such as a general laborer at a newspaper warehouse, Dave would then 
keep him and his old lady’s heads above water. His last bonafide address had been an old, wood framed 
house in Eureka, California. And at 4am on the morning of November 16, 1995, Lind was rushed to the 
hospital with chest pains. He was having a serious heart attack, brought on by years of serious drug 
abuse and days of internal bleeding. On the first floor of the now abandoned Santa Rosa Memorial 
Hospital in Sonoma County in 1995, Killer Carl would take his last dying breath. He was fifty-six years old, 
a mere fifteen years after Wonderland, whence Barbara received her final reward. 

 

The things in his past were all far too surreal about fifteen years before Lind’s demise. David Lind and 
Holmes were exchanging hard glares - just as they had done at the preliminary hearing four months 
before this in February, 1981. The aroma was tense, and even reporters in the courtroom could see it – 
the stares. And then Lind gave Holmes a throat-slash gesture, a finger slid across the throat. This simple 
act left Holmes scared for his life and living in secrecy for the rest of his days. 

*** 

“From what we could glean, Leah and her sister (John’s nieces) were relatively close with John (and 
David, his half-brother). The girls were traumatized by the murders and threats made by Nash on the 

family.” 

-Jill C. Nelson, Holmes biographer 



*** 

When suspects take flight from prosecution, it is universally seen by the courts, prosecution and general 
public as a sign of guilt. In general, an innocent person will not do this and will shout from the rooftops 
proclaiming their innocence:  “I didn’t do this!” It’s really that simple. The media then gets involved 
though and further muddies the waters. The preceding information is based on comments from the 
famous prosecutor Vincent Bugliosi. 

 

The murder trial of John Holmes was not the first time his name had been spoken in court, or printed in 
legal proceedings and documents. A bizarre thing occurred in 1974 in Pasco, Washington state: A porn 
theater owner and his employees went on trial for obscenity charges for showing porn at the Liberty 
Theater. Several other theaters were targeted in the same way across the country in those days. 

One of the movies involved was a film by John Holmes. And although he was not a defendant in the 
case, the court was made to watch a Johnny Wadd film. A film projector had been wheeled in to the 
room. Amongst a crowded courtroom – a packed house – it is the only known instance where, in court, 
and even though this was a bench trial with no jury present, those who were present were allowed or 
made to ogle and watch a Holmes porn flick – albeit against their will. It would have been interesting to 
be a fly-on-the-wall in the courtroom that day. The legend of Holmes was gaining steam. 

And although this ridiculous attempt by prosecutors to bring obscenity charges resulted in an acquittal, 
the case would be an eerie sign of things to come, and not the last time Holmes name was mentioned in 
a courtroom. The next time a film attributed to John Holmes was shown as evidence in court would be 
the gory crime scene video of the Wonderland house, with the mangled bodies of the victims on full 
display. The grainy, early CSI-type video would eventually find its way to the internet, and stay there for 
perpetuity. 



 

Standing before a Florida court on Saturday, December 1, 1981, and dressed in dirty denim pants and a 
crumpled blue-jean jacket covering a white t-shirt from a Minnesota pizzeria, a haggard looking John 
Holmes acknowledged that he wanted to waive his extradition from Florida and be returned to 
California. This was for the charge of failure to appear for trial on charges of grand theft and receiving 
stolen property. John had been caught in Santa Monica stealing an expensive portable IBM word 
processor computer from a vehicle (this computer was basically a typewriter with storage memory and a 
small LCD screen). It was valued though at $8,000. Holmes had been caught with it in Marina Del Rey, 
while picking up Dawn and her friend at a trick’s condo. The cops had seen Holmes sitting there in his 
car, then he saw how the girls were dressed and became suspicious and asked to search the Malibu. 
Holmes allowed the officer to search the car. When John and Dawn’s stories of the computer differed, 
all three were arrested. Nash bailed them out.  

After Florida and once back in the City of Angels, Holmes was re-arrested while in custody for the 
quadruple murders and slapped with formal charges. 

John Holmes was now in for the legal fight of his life, but he would soon be in very good hands, he just 
didn’t know it yet. Municipal Judge Nancy Brown substituted John’s previous court-appointed attorney, 
Howard Gillingham, with the more experienced attorney Earl Hanson. Gillingham had been appointed 
on December 9, and the arraignment was postponed while Gillingham was given time to study the case. 
Holmes and Gillingham were at first upset with this move, but later accepted the substitution when the 
judge explained Hansen’s extensive experience and success with other murder cases. This move would 
also confuse Hansen, who said “I’ve never met the man before today, and I am absolutely 
dumbfounded!” But, in the end the switch would prove valuable to the case because on the very same 
day, Deputy District Attorney Ronald S. Coen said that he would seek the death penalty against Holmes. 



Two months earlier in September, Holmes’ estranged wife Sharon revealed that Holmes was scared for 
his life and was “caught in the middle” and that “there are good guys, bad guys and in-between, and 
they are all out for me, one way or the other.” In the end - his eventual attorney, Earl Hansen, and his 
partner, Mitchell Egers, would be the “good guys”. And where Hansen’s experience included his gentle 
manner and persuasive charm, Egers excelled in front of juries and with his extensive knowledge of the 
law. 

 

AP photo. 

Grand jury proceedings are secret and the defense lawyers are not allowed to hear the State’s case. But 
a preliminary hearing is the alternative to a grand jury, and only key evidence, witnesses and theory are 
presented to the judge, the defense and unless barred - the public and the media. Luckily for Holmes, his 
counsel filed a motion before the court challenging the grand jury on grounds that its members had no 
doubt been swayed by the publicity surrounding the murders and John Holmes notoriety as a porn star 
over the past six months. This was obvious, and so the district attorney agreed with the motion. The 
grand jury was dismissed. 

Thanks to Holmes’ legal counsel, the public and reporters were barred from the proceedings when the 
preliminary hearing was held on February 2, 1982. Despite an impressive fight by counsel - challenging 
the evidence, motive and witnesses against their client - John Holmes arraignment was set for February 
17 and he was ordered to stand trial in Superior Court as an accessory for the Wonderland murders. And 
under California law, that was equal to murder itself. He was also charged with the attempted murder of 
Susan Launius, wife of Ronnie Lee Launius. She had survived as he was killed that night. 



The murder trial was delayed for a day when prosecutors could not locate a key witness. Tracy Ray 
McCourt, the alleged driver during the Nash robbery, was missing and was also facing unrelated drug 
charges. The State was granted a court order to find McCourt and take him into custody. He was 
eventually located and arrested. 

When the murder trial began on April 27, 1982, prosecutor Ron Coen laid out the case and motive with 
fire and brimstone. He blasted Holmes again and again, but Coen’s emotional pleas to gain pity for the 
victims fell flat and may have missed the intended play on the jury’s heartstrings. Eddie Nash sat in the 
crowded gallery every day of the weeklong trial. To make things stranger, Cher Vinarde – a girlfriend and 
not in the industry – even visited John in jail a few times, yet so did porn star Julia St. Vincent, who was 
producing John’s biography film, Exhausted. She also brought John nice clothes to wear to court. Holmes 
attorney, Mitchell Egers, explains, 

“I don’t know who brought him his court clothes. I usually do that, but I didn’t this time,”  

While Holmes sat in the courtroom, generally clad in an ensemble of gray and butternut color 
combinations, wearing no necktie - his mood and appearance generally rotating from sheepish to 
worried - he was an easy target for the angry prosecutor’s angry rhetoric. All he could do was sit there 
and take it. 

But in describing the Wonderland house as “the center of a drug milieu” and the victims as “active drug 
users”, Coen did little to sway the emotions of the jurors for the victims. His opening statement fell on 
deaf ears. They simply felt nothing for the Nash (who did not testify) and who during the robbery of his 
home “…fell to his knees to say his prayers”.  

During the five-day trial, the judge admitted the grisly Wonderland crime scene video as evidence. It 
would be presented in court. With the courtroom packed from wall to wall with spectators and 
reporters, Holmes was placed in the witness box near the jury, so that he could see the television set.  

Prosecutor Coen made one big blunder. In a moment straight from Perry Mason, Greg Diles –the Nash 
bodyguard and roommate – was brought into the court room. Not as a witness, but as an exhibit. 
Holmes co-counsel Mitchell Egers explains: 

“So this mountain of a man in an orange jumpsuit appeared - and for added effect, Coen had him 
escorted through the jail door into the court by a tiny female bailiff. It was very dramatic and when Diles 
suddenly appeared, Holmes, startled – pushed back in his chair, and the jury looked over and saw John’s 
reaction.” 

And they seemed to believe it. John’s reaction was the first bit of great acting since his days playing 
Detective Johnny Wadd. Holmes had been to Nash’s house after being released from police custody the 
previous summer. Holmes no doubt saw Diles there, so he was not afraid of him. 



 

L.A. Times. June 22, 1982 

The jury, an eight-man, four-woman panel, came back on the fourth day of deliberations. But they 
would not convict Holmes. His attorney, Earl L. Hansen, had rested his case without calling a single 
witness and Holmes never took the stand. Although the prosecution argued that accessory to murder 
under duress was not a valid defense in a murder trial, Hansen successfully argued that Holmes should 
be found innocent because he was forced at gunpoint to lead the killers to the Wonderland house. 
“Without intent, there is no crime!” he explained. 

One juror stated after the Not Guilty verdict: “We needed more than Detective Frank Tomlinson 
testifying Holmes told him that he was in the house when the murders were committed.” And per 
private investigator and neo-noir fiction author Nils Grevilius: “The jury didn’t think that Holmes wasn’t 
there, but that the state failed to prove their case.” 



There was no physical evidence placing Holmes at the scene, and his fingerprints and the alleged bloody 
hand print found in the house, simply did not prove guilt beyond a reasonable doubt. Holmes had been 
in the house many times and had slept there on several occasions. And the bloody handprint, which has 
long been a thing of controversy, was indeed a handprint on the headboard of the bed, but was likely 
blood that had dripped over an already existing handprint. This was enough to create reasonable doubt 
in the minds of the jury. And Holmes was acquitted. The jury did not think Holmes completely innocent, 
but rather that the State had failed to convince them beyond a reasonable doubt. 

To explain this legal issue more thoroughly: “The ultimate legal issue at a criminal trial is not the 
defendant’s guilt or innocence, as most people believe. The issue is whether the prosecution has met its 
legal burden of proving the guilt of the defendant beyond a reasonable doubt and to a moral certainty. 
In American criminal jurisprudence, the term “Not Guilty” is not totally synonymous with innocence. 
“Not Guilty” is a legal finding by the jury that the prosecution hasn’t proven its case.” * 

 

L.A. Times. November 9, 1982 

When the verdict was read to the court, Holmes loudly said, “Thank God!” and hugged his attorneys. He 
was not released out the front of the courtroom though. He had to be taken back to jail to get processed 
out and to get the few belongings he had in his cell. Dr. Vonda Pelto, the high-profile unit’s live-in shrink 
was there and congratulated Holmes on his acquittal. This was during a routine strip search, and Holmes 
stood there proud and naked talking to her, while an infamous serial killer who was also there, covered 
himself in embarrassment. 

The same day of Holmes’ acquittal for murder and attempted murder, a New York Daily News reporter 
took to the porno theaters in Times Square to litmus test the reaction of the public. In question and 
answer, it quickly became obvious that everyone knew of Holmes and his well-endowed reputation (his 
name even by this time a metonym for large phallus), yet nobody cared. This was 1982, a new era, and 
the porn talk had now gone to a new star – a guy named Jack Wrangler. Had Joy and Billy been 
subscribers to TV1, an early cable television service, they could have viewed “Jack and Jill”, a dirty film 
starring “the” Jack Wrangler. It aired at about midnight on the night of the slayings.  

So even by 1982: “Holmes was stale bread,” according to one ticket booth teller. Within another year, 
Holmes would be once again living hand-to-mouth; not a pot to piss in – eventually turning to gay porn 
to make money. This is where he is thought to have contacted the AIDS virus; a partner in a 1982 gay sex 
film with Holmes named Joey Yale died a few short years later. The AIDS disease first reared its ugly 
head in 1981 – same year as the murders. 



There is not a moral to every story told, but in the case of Wonderland, there certainly is. And if there’s a 
moral here, it’s that time and the odds catch up with everybody, especially the ones who are 
overreaching. What goes around comes around. That is what happened here. Wonderland is a 
commentary of consequences; the Hindus call it karma. It is also a macabre story on the repercussions 
of living an isolated existence – one that rejects the traditions of society, one that avoids the basic 
tenets of life: hard work, raising a family, having good values… exhibiting real love. Wonderland made a 
mess of all that “stuff”. That’s why we are drawn to it. Everyone has known somebody to go down the 
wrong path, the path less traveled being the opposite here. Wonderland – there has always been a built-
in feeling of fun from that word within western, cultural mythology, but in this murderous story, it 
becomes a tragic oxymoron, an acute irony that cuts deep. Some Wonderland! 

 

*Helter Skelter (1974), by Vincent Bugliosi with Curt Gentry 
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