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1. History of death investigation in 
Commonwealth and United States

2. Presentation of three illustrative cases US 
cases

3. Arthur McDuffie
4. Jeffrey McDonald 
5. Estrella Gonzales



History of Coroner

1. The coroner was an official of the King.
2. The term coroner comes from “Crowner”
3. In the 11th century he was charged with 

investigating deaths using a “jury”
4. The probable reason for this was the 

wresting of control from the King



Coroner vs. Medical Examiner

1. In the “colonies” when the United States 
was formed in 1789 the constitution was 
silent on death investigation duties.

2. Thus, the individual states devised their 
death investigating systems

3. As all states incorporated the general laws 
of England in effect July 4, 1776, the U.S. 
had coroners.



1. In the U.S. Massachusetts was the first 
state to license nurses, physicians then 
lawyers

2. The coroners, having no training 
requirement, were replaced by physicians 
and were called “medical examiners” in 
1877 in Massachusetts.

3. In 1956 the specialty of Forensic 
Pathologist was created.

Coroner vs. Medical Examiner



Forensic Pathology vs 
Forensic Medicine

1. Forensic Pathologists are first medical 
doctors (MD or DO)

2. They then specialize in pathology
3. Having become pathologists an additional 

year of on-the job training in forensic’s is 
required.



1. In much of  the world physicians specialize 
in forensic medicine, often dealing with 
both living and dead.

2. Forensic Pathologists almost always deal 
with the dead

Forensic Pathology vs 
Forensic Medicine



Arthur McDuffie

1. Was an ex-Marine, insurance salesman 
who on 17 December 1979 was arrested by 
county and city police after a high speed 
chase.

2. He was unconscious at the scene. 
3. Rescue removed him to a nearby hospital.
4. The Medical Examiners office was notified



1. I went to the scene and also examined the 
motorcycle which  was in evidence.

2. The official police report stated that Mr. 
McDuffie lost control of his motorcycle 
following a high speed chase.

Arthur McDuffie



Arthur McDuffie



1. The motor cycle, a Kawasaki, had multiple 
impact damage of gauges and fenders

2. When he died 4 days later, I found multiple 
impacts to his head with multiple skull 
fractures

3. These findings were inconsistent with a 
motorcycle collision. I determined it was a 
homicide

Arthur McDuffie



1. The police were tried in Tampa for state 
charges of murder, manslaughter and 
evidence tampering.

2. THEY WERE ACQUITTED
3. A riot ensued and 18 people were killed 

and scores injured

Arthur McDuffie



1. In the United States there are two court 
systems FEDERAL and STATE

2. USA v Jeffrey McDonald upheld Dr. 
McDonald’s conviction in FEDERAL 
court for killing his wife and daughters in a  
FEDERAL trial, in spite of his previous 
acquittal in STATE court. 

Arthur McDuffie



1. Thus, in the United States, you may be 
tried twice for the same crime. 

2. Generally, in Commonwealth countries 
you must be tried only once.

3. The US department of Justice tried the 
police officers again in San Antonio, TX 
pursuant the precedent USA v McDonald.

4. They were again acquitted.

Arthur McDuffie



Jeffrey McDonald

1. I was hired by friends of Dr. McDonald to 
investigate the cause of death of his wife 
and daughters and to autopsy the “lady in 
the floppy hat” who died in South Carolina



Jeffrey 
McDonald

1. I reviewed the scene 
photos, autopsy report 
and CID investigation

2. I autopsied the lady in the 
floppy hat, concluding 
she died of her 
alcoholism

3. In my opinion, Dr. 
McDonald killed his wife 
and daughters



Autopsy

1. Autopsy examination dates to before the 
12th century

2. Autopsy is series of tests to prove or 
disprove the facts discovered by police and 
other investigators.

3. In the case of Arthur McDuffie it proved 
that the police account was erroneous.



Autopsy

1. Dissection of a deceased human being
2. Includes photography for identification
3. Photography of positive and negative 

findings
4. Toxicology specimens (Peripheral blood, 

urine, ocular fluid, bile, other specimens 
depending on the case



1. Specimens for histologic examination
2. Pulled hair for DNA
3. Blood, saved on filter paper, air dried for 

DNA
4. Any other specimens, case dependent

Autopsy



Electrocution and Electric 
Injury

1. In the 1880’s George Westinghouse and 
Thomas Edison fought the “circuit wars”

2. Edison had already installed wires and 
generators in New York and Cleveland 
Direct Current DC.

3. Edison’s people went around the country 
killing horses, elephants and dogs 
demonstrating the danger of alternating 
current (AC)



1. The state of New York decided that 
electrocution with AC was more humane 
than hanging.

2. Kemmler was killed by AC IN 1890, the 
first person to die in the “electric chair”

3. It did not go well, they had to apply the 
current twice.

Electrocution and Electric 
Injury



1. Death from electricity, while often an 
accident can be homicide or suicide

Electrocution and Electric 
Injury



Electricity

1. This lady was a prostitutute 
2. Her pimp used electricity to encourage her 

work



Electricity

1. Do not use AC current across the chest you 
can fibrillate the heart. Which happened to 
Ms. Gonzales

2. Particularly not across the breasts of a 
lactating female. 

3. The resistance during lactation drops 
significantly.



Conclusion

1. Whether Coroner or Medical Examiner, 
sudden death should be investigated by 
trained professionals

2. This should include scene examination and 
autopsy examination documented by 
photography and include  toxicology and 
preservation of DNA.


