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An Enigmatic Death in Farm Chopping Machine
Is This the Perfect Murder?
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Abstract: Forensic autopsy, like the other sectors in medicine, has ben-
efited from the technological progress and the creation of multidisciplinary
teams to unveil more and more finely planned criminal intents.

Forensic pathologists, however, can sometimes deal with very enig-
matic cases, meeting so with the limits of their own knowledge. Therefore,
in these cases, they must not allow themselves to be pressured by inquiring
agencies, remaining instead always faithful to empiric observations.

With regard to that, we present a peculiar case of death by shredding
inside a grinding machinery. The magistrature consequently opened a dos-
sier for willful murder. Lots of figures were appointed to solve the case and
among them is the forensic pathologist. However, a great number of obsta-
cles were put in the investigators' inquiries.

Was it a perfect murder?
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F orensic pathology is a discipline of connection between medi-
cine and law. Both clinical reasoning and forensic one follow
the same logic that the first, starting from the assessment of signs,
arrives at the diagnosis of disease and the second, starting from the
takeover of evidence, arrives at the setting out of facts in legal matters.

The forensic pathologist, therefore, acts on the following
2 levels: as a doctor while applying the logical-diagnostic reasoning
and as a detective while tracking down a crime. After all, Sherlock
Holmes, the most famous detective in the worldwide literature,
has been created by a medical doctor, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle,
inspired for his character from Joseph Bell, one of the fathers of
modern medicine.

Going on in the technology, medical practice has benefited
from a great improvement. Like other sectors of medicine, foren-
sic autopsy has derived advantage from technological progress to
solve more and more complex cases and unveil more and more
subtly planned criminal plots.

Sometimes, however, there are cases where the forensic pa-
thologist, although skilled and helped by a multidisciplinary team,
is almost unable to settle cases efficiently.

In this respect, we present a peculiar case of death by cutting
up in a chopping-mixing wagon.

CASE REPORT

Around 7:00 PM of February 2, 2012, Mr C.E,, a farm owner,
called the police and said he could not find his wife. He was
afraid she was dead.
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Thus, officers came to the farm and Mr C.F. said that on that
day, just like the other days, he had started up the chopping-
mixing wagon at around 4:45 PM to produce forage for his cat-
tle. That machinery was generally activated for approximately
30 minutes to be then deactivated straight after.

Mr C.F. told the police that, during that day, he had started up
the engine at the same time as usual and then he had to go away.
For this reason, he had asked his wife to switch off the engine after
its usual 30 minutes of work.

Moreover, Mr C.F. told the officers that around 6:30 PM, he
came back home where he could not find his wife. Once gone
to the stable to attend the cattle, he had seen that the engine was
strangely still on.

While examining it, he saw something that drew his atten-
tion. In the forage inside the machinery, there was one of his wife's
gumboots that she had put on that very day.

The police made an on-the-spot investigation that produced
the following:

the engine, powered by a tractor, was 3.4-m long, 2.2-m large,
and approximately 2-m deep, thanks to its wheels it stood
40 cm far from the ground;

* it was opened at the top, and it showed, at the bottom, 2 augers
equipped with star-shaped knives to mix and crumble the for-
age; and

it showed a front footboard, at approximately 1.8 m from the
ground (Fig. 1), and a back opening, at approximately 1.4 m
from the ground (Fig. 2).

The contents of the machinery, moreover, were removed;
fragments of clothes and osteomuscular and skin tissues were
found in the front part of the right auger.

The contents were classified according to the areas of their
recovery (the engine front and back parts) and boxed.

The boxes were carried to the Forensic Medicine Institute in
Terni where the forensic pathologist found the following (mixed in
the forage):

* lots of bony, muscular, skin, and viscera tissues fragments of a
human being and
* lots of clothes lacerated fragments.

Most of them were found mixed in the boxes together with
the forage taken from the front part of the engine.

Because of the body's trituration, it was impossible to deter-
mine the time of death.

Then, a DNA test proved the tissues to be Mrs G.B.'s and the
findings of a toxicological test on some liver and muscle fragments
were negative for narcotics, psychoactive drugs, and alcohol. The
study was completed with a histological test on some tissue frag-
ments, which showed the presence of hemorrhagic infiltration. In
short, death cause was due to a posttraumatic shock by trituration.

An engineering report on the wagon determined that the con-
tents in the front part cannot go to the back one and vice versa,
given the characteristics of the engine (Fig. 3).
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Death in Farm Chopping Machine

FIGURE 1. Anterior view of the chopping machine showing the
front footboard, at approximately 1.8 m from the ground.

On the basis of what has been reported, it was possible to
say that the lady had fallen into the front part of the machinery,
where the footboard was.

However, the following question still remained: had the lady
fallen accidentally or had she been pushed in?

DISCUSSION

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first case of death by
trituration inside a chopping-mixing wagon described in literature.

FIGURE 2. Posterolateral view of the chopping machine showing
the back opening, at approximately 1.4 m from the ground.
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FIGURE 3. Schematic plan showing the inner working of the
chopping machine, the contents in its front part cannot go to the
back one and vice versa.

Agriculture is one of the most hazardous sectors for workers
globally.! Among farm fatalities, agricultural machinery has
been identified as a principal cause of injuries,> followed by
animal-related ones.? Farm tractors, in particular, have been consis-
tently associated with the greatest number of machinery-related fa-
talities.* Leading mechanisms of farm fatal injury included tractor
rollovers, being struck or crushed by objects, and being run over
by machinery.

In international literature, there are some homicide cases com-
mitted at work and disguised as deadly professional accidents.®’

With regard to that, in the case at hand, a file was opened for
willful murder because Mr C.F. was suspected of killing his wife,
pushing her into machinery.

Upon examination, the one and only conclusion was that the
lady had fallen from the front footboard. This conclusion, how-
ever, was not useful to inquiries because in case of front fall, the
dynamics could be of 2 kinds, accidental and malicious. If the tis-
sue fragments had been found in the back part of the machinery,
homicidal dynamics would have been proven definitely, because,
given the characteristics of the machinery, it is impossible to acci-
dentally fall into it from the back.

Despite many pressure by inquiring agencies, the forensic
pathologist did not affirm if the fall had been accidental (or per-
haps due to a collapse) or if there had been the connivance of a
second person who had pushed the woman or stunned her before
getting rid of her.

Even police inquiries did not come to a significant end. There-
fore, after long proceedings and investigations, the case was dis-
missed, being impossible to establish if a homicide or a deadly
professional accident had occurred.

According to Italian Law, when a conviction is proposed,
there must be an absolute certainty, beyond reasonable doubt, that
an offense has been committed.

Therefore, the question is, was this the perfect crime? Based
on what literature says, perfect crime is the crime whose existence
will never be suspected because the death, owing to the circum-
stances or thanks to the criminal's cleverness, is taken to be a sui-
cide, an accident, or by natural causes.®

Hence, the case at hand is not a perfect crime because the
crime hypothesized.
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Is this an unpunished crime then? Unpunished crimes are
such for the following several reasons that may occur together:
lack of witness, inaccuracy of testimony, scarcity of material clues,
unidentifiable, mutilated, or decomposed body, a badly made in-
quiry, and among others.®

This case cannot be considered among the unpunished ones,
because there is no absolute certainty that it was actually a crime
and not only an accident, being so an indefinable case, which does
not allow any final judgment.

The case in question is a real dead end, but the suspicion of
murder remains. In addition, even if, from a criminological stand-
point, it is impossible to assign the case to either of the 2 catego-
ries listed previously (perfect crimes and unpunished crimes), we
believe that, owing to the impossibility of any medical diagnosis,
strictly from a medico-legal point of view, this could be consid-
ered a real example of perfect murder.

CONCLUSIONS

Forensic pathologists, who are charged to solve criminal-
legal cases, can sometimes meet with the limits of their own sci-
ence. Therefore, in these cases, they must not allow themselves
to be pressured by inquiring agencies into tailoring facts to fit
the prosecutor's theory.
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To carry out their own task in the best possible way, forensic pa-
thologists should always remain faithful to the empiric observations.
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