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COPING
WITH

TRAGEDY

A report by Gwen Castaldi

Four young Las
Vegas women are
murdered: how do

their parents endure

the pain, the sense
of loss, the
bitterness?

Gwen Castaldi is a KVBC-TV3 anchor-
wornan on the 6 p.m. and 11 p.m. news.
She has written several articles for Las
Vegan City Magazine.
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Lisa Traver, Dianz Hanson, Martina
Maassberg, Michelle Korfman: Four young
Las Vegas women victimized suddenly, vio-
lently, at the hands of vicious murderers. No
one will ever know their terror, their iast
moments of frenzied struggle against the bru-
tality of their assailants. Their lives were simply
snuffed out for whatever insane reason which
seized each Killer at that moment. It is horrible
to 1magine the excruciating pain o the magni-
twde of fear in those final desperate minutes of
life.

Twelve-year-old Lisa Traver had been mis-
sing for twelve days before she was found
beaten to death at the far end ot Ann Road in
October 1983. In twenty-four-year-old Martina
Maassberg's case. a suspect was arrested and
charged with her February 14, 1981 sexual
assault and strangulauon. But after the suspect
was bound over for trial, key evidence was lost,
there were legal delays, and the case eventually
was dismissed.

Seventeen-year-old Michelle Korfman’s
disappearance on April 1, 1984 from a fashion
show and contest at the Meadows Mall was o
fateful link in a string of nationwide disappear-
ances and murders. An Australian-turned-
American businessman, amateur race car
dniver, and sometime photographer, Christo-
pher Wilder. was put on the FBI's Ten Most
Wanted Dist after authorities discovered the
bodies of several voung women, all young and
attractive, and after a cross-country paitern of
disappearances was established that could be
traced tw Wilder.

Authorities theorize that Wilder abducted
and killed the Boulder City girl and disposed
of her body somewhere in the remote desert
areas of Nevada or California. The later state
was where he picked up his next victim, taking
her across the country with him on a spree of
sexual abuse, abduction, and controlling fear.
That victim survived, as did another victim in
the east, near to where Wilder's trail finally
came to an end. He was eventually spotted and
died in a gun battle with New Hampshire statc
troopers, presumably committing suicide.

Twenty-two-vear-old Diana Rae Hansen, &
North Texas State University student, was
home for the holidays in December 1983. She
chose to go jogging one afternoon, but never

Lisa Traver

returned home. Her body was discovered a
half mite bevond the pavement on West Spring
Mountain Road. just past Rainbow Boulevard
on the southwest side of Las Vegas. Hansen
received multiple stab wounds. Her
murderer, as of this writing, has nat been
found.

These four humicides are typical of the
hundreds of disappearance, abduction, and
murder cases nationwide annually. In many
cases, abductions or disappearances become
classified as murders because the victim's
remains are found. Such deaths strike 1
families that, of course, never dreamed a
tragedy so overwhelming could happen to
them. Coping with the “‘unknown™ fate in
disappearances, or with the shocking realty of
a confirmed murder, 1s a dreadful task the
survivors carry oul i thewr own private ways

Until recently, families struggled on their
own, learning the tough and often disappointing
rapes of police nvestigations and suffering
through their own frunless searches or inde-
pendent probes, Without any guidance, they
also encountered the red tape frequently tying
up the court systems. The survivors also tried
10 handle the overwhelming job of dealing with
their soul-searching, groping tor answers,
wrestling with the biur of their ordeal that,
private. torments far beyond tears and imitial
mourning.

In Cincinnati, Ohio, Charlotte Hullinger lost
her daughter Lisa, who died from injuries -




flicted by a male assailant. After pulling herself
together, Charlotte and her husband Bob
formed a group called Parents of Murdered
Children. She had recognized her own need
for a helping hand, and reached out for others
who had experienced the same tragedy. The
discussions, the feedback, soothed the pangs
of feeling so alone in such a calamity, and re-
inforced the need to give and gain strength to
move on with life.

Hullinger recently visited Las Vegas, and
spoke t0 a group of parents, husbands, wives,
sisters, brothers, and other relatives and friends
of murder victims, who decided they wanted
to form their own group.

Participants looked on with knowing eyes of

. Martina Ma_assbe_r_g_

despair. and the need to pull together in their
struggle.

Hullinger described plainly the purpose of 4
support group.

*“This is a place where survivors can find an
atmosphere of understanding, of patience,
love, and openness that enables them to
mourn, to love, to do the necessary grief
work. This is a place where the wounded can
heal and then become healers for others.”
With that, those participating told their own
stories. Somie were related with wet faces and
muftled words; agonies poured out that only
the other twenty persons in the room, with that
gnawing void in their lives, could truly
comprehend.

From there, a local group was formed, called
Families and Friends of Murder Victims. It is
headed by Eva Collenberger, a fragile looking
woman who has admitedly broken out of her
protective shell.

Eva's daughter was Martina Maassberg,
who had a stroke at age scventeen, was thus
handicapped. and who fought back against her
kitler without the use of one arm. biting him
before her death.

**For quite a while I felt very much alone.
Most people do not want to talk about the
subject . . . really . . . they shy away from it
and you don’t have anybody to talk to. And
you can’t keep going over it in your own family
either, so it was pretty hard at first,”* she said.
Collenberger also said she found that many

Some were related
with wet faces and
. muffled words;
agonies poured out
that only the other
twenty persons in the
room, with that
gnawing void in their
lives, could truly
comprehend.

Diana Rae Hanson

marriages break under the strain of grief, and
that lives can be consumed with thoughts of the
murder.

Immediately after she was told of her
daughter’s death, Eva stressed how difficult it
was to believe the truth. ** At first, you say no,
it can’t be true. It just can’t be. And I kept
waiting for her to call or something . . . think-
ing that it would turn out that it is all a terrible
nightmare and it isn’t true. You try this — I
guess it’s a self-defense mechanism to protect
yourself if you refuse to believe it.””

Coping brings with it fear for other loved
ones, according to Collenberger. She explained.
** A side effect is, vou're very much afraid for
all the other family members. You can hardly
bear to see them leave the house at first because
vou're so afraid something might happen.”

Eva Collenberger now spends most of her
days at the Clark County Courthouse, sitting in
on murder and rape trials, helping other sur-
vivors and heading up the meetings of Families
and Friends of Murder Victims with her hus-
band Charles.

Sandy Traver is also a member of that group.

She had the ominous fecling that her daughter
would not come back. Lisa disappeared in a
desert aren on her way home from school. The
only evidence of her was a stack of books left
behind.

Looking back, Lisa’s mother described her
feelings at the time, this way. **My mind just
kind of went blank. I think in my heart I always

knew . . . because . . . after we went to all the
friends’ houses — we had a very close friend
that spent most of the twelve days with us —
and when 1 went to her house and Lisa hadn't
gone home with her daughter, I just started
crying, and that was only a few hours after
school . . . I think I always knew."’

Early on, her anger and pain brought some
resentment. She reflected on those first
thoughts. *'T didn't believe there could be a
God that would let something like this happen
10 my child. Then later . . . you want to believe

there has to be something — you know, she
has to be somewhere. I would hate to behieve
otherwise.””

The Travers” personal loss was one she felt

Michelle Korfman |

was not addressed well by police.

*“I think especially if they're missing like
Lisa was for twelve days, then vou need some-
body to help you that's gone through it — to
help you find out what there is you can do,
Because, in our personal problem, the police
were not much help. They told us to go home
and wait. Well, you're not going to go home
and wait,”” she said.

Sandy Traver said the family is not through
the maze yet. but that it helps to be active.
Being active is a key word for other parents
100.

Diana Hanson's parents, Ray and Pat, have
occupied their time by setting up scholarship
funds for other students, both at Clark High
School and at North Texas State University,
where Diana was a senior. They felt at least
they might be able to give another talented
student the educational chance their daughter
had.

Diana was an excellent student, an ambitious
achiever, studying journatism and advertising
at the time of her death. She spent hours, her
parents say, jotting down thoughts in her per-
sonal journal.

Diana once wrote, “*Death 1s the end, but 1t
is not finality.”" It is a quote. ironically, her
parents have included on the scholarship infor-
mation sheets, now posted in Nevada and Texas
schools and universities. The scholarships will
be awarded to students who exemplify their
daughter’s zest for life and learning.
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- group, but that it is

The Hansons have talked countless times
about why their daughter was murdered.

**We talked about that maybe it was sparing
her from something that was going to happen
later on in life. You talk about why, why does
a thing like this happen? It is something — a
message to the parents? 1 don't know.” said
Ray.

Pat said there is just no answer, realistically
or spiritually. **There are just too many dif-
ferent theories . . . nobody knows. You've got
two sides of yourself — what you believe and
what you feel. 1 still believe everything I
believe, but I feel entirely different when it
comes to my kids. I just want her to come back
and tell me she's all right. Obviously, she’s not

_ The Hansons feel the
police did all they
could do, and
responded quickly to
their report that
something had
happened to Diana.
Both also added that
in time, they would
like to join the
Families and Friends
of Murder Victims

still too soon. . .
going 1. God doesn’t send too many people
back down to sit on the end of your bed one
night and say ‘I'm all right. Mom." "’

Ray said he sometimes feels guilt, with all
the “‘what if’s’’ running through his mind.
Many parents feel that haunting sense of help-
lessness. But with Diana, both parents felt
there was little that would have helped. Her
mather mentioned she had told Diana to take
the dog with her jogging, but she didn’t. Aside
from that piece of unheeded advice. Diana was
careful. reasonable, and at tweniy-lwo, an
adult, an independent thinker. It was out of
their hands.

Some people believe trageds makes one
stronger, but various stages of reaction bring
on an up-and-down cmotional rollercoaster
impact. Asked about that. Ray replied. **May-
be in some way. It's hard to say. 1 think I have
a tendency to — I always have — 10 keep feel-
ings inside. Maybe one of these days 1t's going
to. you know. hit me a lot harder.”

The Hansons feel the police did all they
could do, and responded quickly to their report
that something had happened to Diana. Both
also added that in time, they would like to join
the Families and Friends of Murder Victimy
group, but that it is still tov soon, o new.

Tony and Linda Korfman have been coping
by pouring their energies, day and night. imo
searching for Michelle's body. After cunsulting
with doctors of forensic medicine and morti-
cians, Tony is resigned to the idea they are
now just looking for bones.

He endures the pain of his loss by conducting
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exhausting air and ground searches, using heli-
copters, fixed wing planes, ultralight planes,
and four-wheel drive vehicles. Detailed Cali-
fornia and Nevada maps, sectioned off by lines
noting what areas have been scoured, are his
constant study.

Tony has combed virmally every dirt road,
he says, between Las Vegas and Los Angeles.
He has compiled hundreds of pages of notes
from phone calls with Wilder's survivors, the

Tony Korfran

F.B.I.. the police. tipsters, psychics. and
volunteers. The offers for help continue to
pour . Tony added that most help has been
donated, often by people he and his wife don’t
even know. It has been an expensive search
operation, but Tony Korfman knew no other
way but to follow his gut reaction. It has been
so time-consumning, he has not worked since
Michelle's disappearance, but his employers at
the Gold Strike Inn, where he is a casino boss,
have not blinked an eye and totally understand
his temporary leave of absence.

In his quest to find his daughter, he has
studied Wilder's personality. his habits, tried
to estimate what Wilder might have done. and
tried to gauge the murderer’s knowledge of the
Las Vegas area.

A reward poster outlines portions of Wilder’s
method of operation, noting the body might be
found near water. next to or under enclosed
shrubbery, and no more than five hundred feet
from a good paved or dirt road, accessible by
car.

In hindsight, Tony says, “*All you can do is
make your kids aware as much as possible,
and she wis aware. She was a very, very smart
girl, We talked 10 her numerous times about
things like this. But she had an independence
about her and she felt she could handle any

situation. She was a big girl — five-ten. You've
got & lot of these people like Wilder . . .
they've got the three-piece suit on . . . and
they’ve got the nice jewelry. They put on a
nice presentation. but you don’t know what
they’re thinking about.™

Tony is matter-of-fact about his daughter's
spiritual status.

*“Personally, I believe that if there's a heaven,
she’s there. I've resolved to myself that if she
knows what we've done to search for her, I'm
sure she is well satisfied. 1 can't blame us
when we haven't been able 1o find her, when
we've done literally almost everything that we
could do at this point. We'll never stop. At this
point, I don't think you ever totally give up.”
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Metropolitan Police Homicide Lieutenant
John Conner is what one could call a veteran
of death. He deals with it every day. yeteven
he finds himself an outsider looking n on
shattered lives.

He said. **Since 1 have never had the mis-
fortune to lose a loved one through murder or
had one disappear, 1 don't know how { would
feel. 1 don't know which would be worse. a
disappearance or an immediate death.”

But, he added. in the case of the open-ended
mystery of those who have disappeared with-
out a trace, there is the **haunting,”” the life-
long **wondering™* of what really happened. if
they're not found.

As for his views of the coping process in
regard to his police work, Conner indicated
most families are just reeling in the trauma of
the death of a loved one. and they do not
become involved in a police investigation. He
said it is rare for family members or {riends to
jump into the midst of an investigation, trying
to find or nab a possible suspect. Such activity
can hamper an investigation.

Conner did say if families choose o get
involved, for instance. in a search for a missing
victim, there are cautions in order, If there is
discovery of the body or other evidence.
Conner said nothing should be touched, and
police should be called right away. But Conner
alsa noted such involvement is the exception,
not the rufe.

Detectives are often sought out by the survi-
vors for emotional suppurt and reassurance.

According to Conner. “First of all. they




want to know the family victim is not forgot-
ten, that they have not been set on a back shelf
somewhere forever. That is never the case. A
murder is never closed until a suspect is
arrested. "’

It may be a matter of days, weeks, months,
even years. A phone call might come from an
outside law enforcement agency with a possible
suspect, obtained through confession or cell-
mate “‘talk’’ in jail. Conner said many cases
are solved that way.

Of twenty-three homicides in 1984 as of
May 30, Conner says twenty have been solved
so far. Police policy stipulates that, as a rule,
twenty-four hours is the waiting period before
a person can be officially reported missing and

Lr. John Conner

police action can begin in the case. Conner
explained, however, that a policy change is
being considered and significant discussion
with staff has taken place 1o allow earlier
police invalvement.

That is a great concern for the Victim-
Witness Services Center, established in 1976,
through the Clark County District Attorney’s
Office. A coalition of other agencies brings the
program to a total staff count of one-hundred-
fifty or more. Deputy Dircctor for Adminis-
tration of the District Attorney s Office. Tom
Tait, supervises the program. He says the
twenty-four hour rule is one that victim's
rights groups want changed. That, and other
legal stumbling blocks for investigations, re-
quire some changes in both local and state laws.

Tait maintained that if legislation is needed,
the proposals will be put forth. He also said a
significant number of proposals will be presented
at the next session of the legislature, aimed at
clarifving and increasing the victim’s family’s
rights. Victories in the last session. according
to Tait. included victim compensation raises
from five thousand to fifteen thousand dollars,
and extension of medical and psychological
counselling.

The victim’s rights issues are complicated.
Tait says his office learns something new
every day.

*We're trying to fill in as many gaps as we
can—there are still some gaps out there, Victim
assistance has been around for only ten vears

Coping with the
‘unknown’ fate in
disappearances, or
with the shocking
reality of a confirmed
murder, is a dreadful
task the survivors
carry out in their own

private ways.

Tom Tair

in this country. while the crimmal justice
system, regarding the offender, has been around
two hundred and ten. I don't think we're really
going to know how to best serve that person
(victim or victim’s family members) for many
more years,"’ Tait admined.

The psychology of coping with tragedy is
complex.

Las Vegas psychologist Dr. Marv Glovinsky
told us it can be a judgmental nightmare within
a family. Lack of understanding of other family
members’ coping styles can be detrimental

He said, *‘I think there is a tendency for all
of us to believe that people will handle tragedy
or grief the way we handle it. We see the world
through our own eyes.””

Glovinsky says guilt plays a role in the
grieving process. “That guilt,”" he says, “'can
tear & person apart. That guilt can cause a
person to suffer. Because what does a person
do when they feel guilty? They see punishment.
penance.”” Guilt can encompass everything
from **I should have'" to *“what if"* — many
times all are circumstances or elements out of
one's control.

Glovinsky explained that grief comes in
stages. *‘Initially, the first stage is shock — a
person may deny all that's going on. The next
stage is the experience of emotion. The third
stage has to do with accommodating to that
situation and the fourth stage has to do with
going on. These stages aren’t really very clean
cut; they overlap, they get contaminated. But

at some point in time, every individual has to
go on. And simply going on is not a betrayal of
the person that's been lost. That’s the natural
consequence of life. We have to go on.””
From the examination of coping by all the
primary parties 1nvolved — police and family
members — both groups concur on certain
advice. It can be preventive action, in some
cases, or at least a tremendous aid to authori-
ties in an investigation, if tragedy has struck.
They advise families to take note of what
foved ones wear to school or work every day
— types and colors of shoes, clothing, and
accessories. In addition, they urge notation of
particular routes to or from home. school or
work, loved ones’ popular stomping grounds,
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Dr. Marv Glovinsky

who they keep company with, and their normal
schedules. A phone call when one might be
late can save a lot of worry, and even if that
person is victimized that phone call may give
police a point of reference in piecing together
what happened at a given time. Fingerprints
and blood type information and access to dental
charts are aiso helpful.

Cause and effect, emotions, reactions, and
simple routines all play a role in daily life. and
these iters all link up with loved ones, safe or
not.

Eva Collenberger appeals to the heart when
giving her summation of what to do and not do.

She said, **Give them all the iove you can.
while you have them. Never miss telling them
you love them . . . that they look nice or that
they do something good. And never part on a
disagreement, because it could be the last time."

Editor’s Note: Afier the July Las Vegan had
gone to press, Gwen Castaldi provided this grim
addendum: The remains of a young woman were
found May 11th in a forest in the L.A. area across
from Mt. Wiison, It wasn’t until June 15th that
the remains were identified, through dental
charts, as those of Michelle Korfman.
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