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Mixup allowed S.C. serial killer to go free

McClatchy Newspapers

(HARLOTTE — Despite an or-
der to keep Patrick Burris in
jail, a communications break-
down allowed him to go free
two weeks before police say
he killed five people in South
Carolina.

On June 12, Burns was ar-
rested and jailed in Lincoln
County for driving while his
license was revoked.

For weeks, the career crimi-
nal fresh out of prison had been
violating the terms of his re-
lease by missing curfew and
driving while his license was
revoked, authorities said. So
the N.C. Parole Commission
had issued an order that Bur-
ris be arrested and kept in jail
without bond until it could re-
view Burris’ behavior.

Burris' probaticn officer, An-
gela Merrill, tried to keep him
in jail June 12, according to the
N.C. Department of Correction.
She phoned the jail about 9:40
p.m. and was told Burris had
already been released, correc-
tion officials say.

But Lincoln County jailers
say Merrill never called. They
never knew Burris was sup-
posed to be detained indefi-
nitely.

They released Burris on the
traffic charge about 10:30 p.m.
on June 12, records show, on a
bond of $2,000.

Burris went on to binge on
drugs and terrorize the small
town of Gaffhey, 8.C., police
and acquaintances say, com-
mitting a spree of apparently
random killings in the heart
of Cherokee County. A peach
farmer. A teacher and retired
teacher. A store owner and his
| S-year-old daughter. All were
shat 10 death over the course of
a week

Burris’ probation officer and
Lincoln County jailers acted
appropriately, their bosses say.
But had the Parole Commis-
sion's warrant been executed,
Burris would have remained 1n

jail and possibly gone back to,

prison for nine montihs.

[ N N
orth Carolina’s proba-
Ntiun department, which
also supervises fel-

ons recently released from
prison, has struggled to keep
up with huge caseloads and
has been the target of reforms
by Gov. Bev Perdue.,

But probation officer Mer-
rill was all over Burris, offi-
cials say.

“She was on top of this guy,”
says correction department
spokesman Keith Acree. “This
was a very well-supervised
case.”

Burris, who was born in
Maryland, had been arrested
more than 30 times in North
Carolina, including arrests in
Rockingham County, and he
had spent time in prisons in
several states.

He was released from the
Lincoln Correctional Center
April 29, after serving more
than seven years in prison for a
series of break-ins and being a
habitual felon.

He checked into a Days
Inn motel in Lincolnton with
a woman, Martha Ugalde, he
met two years earlier while he
was in a work-release program.
He seemed “very friendly,” the
motel manager said.

Burris, 41, and his woman
friend planned to marry, her
son Jimmy Vargas says, The
couple moved to a mobile home
park in Vale, northwest of Lin-
colnton. He wanted to turn his
life around, Vargas says.

Burris, who was nicknimed

h'el:[litm]r‘lrihum.:
Police say Patrick Tracy Burris was

responsible for shooting five people
to death in a killing spree around
Gaffney, S.C.

“Country,” got a job trimming
trees and worked in the Den-
ver area, near Lake Norman.
A friend helped him buy a
1998 champagne-colored Ford
Explorer — although he didn't
have a valid driver's license.

But almost immediately,
Burris began missing his 8 p.m.
curfew. In the weeks after his
release, his probation officer
went to his home 10 times and
found he had violated curfew
five times.

On May 27, Burris was cited
in Gaston County with speed-
ing and driving while his li-
cense was revoked.

Four days later, he was cited
in Lincoln County for driving
while his license was revoked.

On June 4, Merrill submit-
ted a report to the N.C. Parole
Commission, accusing Burris
of violating the terms of his re-
lease and citing his curfew and
driving violations,

A day after filing her report,
Merrill spotted Burris dnving
near Maiden, officials say. 50
she swore out a warrant for his
arrest.

On June 8, after reviewing

Merrill's violation report, the

- Parole Commission issued its

own warrant for Burris' arrest.
It instructed law enforcement
officers to hold Burris until it
could review his behavior.

But Merrill didn't receive it
for several days — as the order
was drafted and processed in
Raleigh — nor would law en-
forcement officers who might
be checking the statewide data-
base for outstanding warrants.

n the early hours of June
l 9, in Mooresville, less than

an hour's drive from where
Burris lived and worked, J31-
year-old Matthew Ryan Stew-
art was shot and killed during
a home invasion. His wife was
shot in the arm and survived
but couldn’t get a description
of the attacker in the dark. She
only reported that the attacker
was tall. Police would soon be
looking for links to Burris, who
stood about 6 feet 8 inches tall
and weighed 280 pounds.

On Friday, June 12, Bur-
ris arrived at the probation
office in Lincolnton for an 11
a.m. meeting with Merrill.
When she realized Burris had
driven himself to the meeting,
she swore out another warrant
— and he was put in jail.

Merrill didn't receive the
commission's order that Bur-
ris be held until 4 p.m. that day,
when a co-worker handed her
the warrant.

Burris was in jail, but Merrill
was busy meeting with other
offenders she supervised and
the order didn't appear to be an
emergency. So she didn't im-
mediately take sleps 1o ensure
he was held, officials say.

What happened next is in
dispute.

Correction officials give this
account: Merrill sought to keep

Burris locked up when she
called the jail from home about
9:40 p.m. to see if he was still
there. Somebody at the jail told
her Burris had already been re-
leased. But court records show
he wasn’t released until about
10:30 p.m.

The Lincoln County Sheriff’s
Office confirms that release
time, but spokesman Jon May-
hew says Merrill didn’t call the
jail.

Phone records were not im-
mediately available last week.

Merrill could not be reached
for comment.

“This was not an emergency
situation at the time, based on
all the information we had,”
said George Dudley, a spokes-
man for the correction de-
partment, which supervises
probation officers.

oon after Lincoln County
Sreleasad Burris, he and

his fiancee left Vale. She
moved in with relatives in Den-
ver, and he began looking for
another job.

In mid-June, Burris met
Mark and Sharon Stamey,
siblings from Gastonia. The
trio hung out together “party-
ing" over the next two weeks.
Burris would leave when the
drugs ran out, the Stameys told
WCNC-TV.

On June 27, police say Burris
shot and killed peach farmer
Kline Cash, 63, in his home
northwest of Gaffney.

Four days later, Burris bound
and shot Hazel Linder, 83, and
her daughter Gena Linder
Parker, 50, in their home, also
northwest of Gaffney. Their
bodies were discovered around
340 p.m.

On July 2, despite a massive
infux of law enforcement offi-
cers and news of a serial killer

broadcast nationally, Burris re-
turned to Cherokee County.

Police say Burris shot and
killed Stephen Tyler, 48, and
wounded his daughter Abby,
15, in the family's furniture
and appliance store in down-
town Gaffney.

That night, Burris recon-
hected with the Stameys, and
they spent the next three days
constantly together “partying,”
the Stameys told WCNC.,

On the Fourth of July, Gaff-
ney got word that young Abby
Tyler had died from her inju-
ries.

On July 6, about 2:30 a.m. on
a Monday, Burris and the Sta-
meys drove to an abandoned
house that had been the Sta-
meys’' childhood home near
Dallas, N.C. The trio planned to
sleep there.

Across the street, Michael
and Terry Valentine were
awakened by their 1% pound
Chihuahua, Delilah, who was
in bed with them. Headlights
splashed into their bedroom
as the Explorer backed into the
Stameys’ driveway.

Fearing a burglary, Michael
Valentine called police.

When officers arrived, Burris
got out of the Explorer, stag-
gering. Police asked to see his
identification and soon discov-
ered a warrant for his arrest.

As officers tried to arrest
him, Burris shot a Gaston
County police officer in the
leg, authorities say. The offi-
cers then fired multiple times,
according to witnesses, killing
the man they say brought so
much pain to Gaffney,

Gaston police won't say
whether they suspected they
were facing the serial killer
when they confronted Burris.

Ballistics tests of Burris' gun
showed it matched the one used
in the Cherokee killings.



