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The Westside Park Murders: Muncie's Most
Notorious Cold Case

For nearly five decades, a shadow has lingered over the city of Muncie, Indiana.
Tucked away in the quiet corridors of Delaware County, the unsolved slayings of
two teenage girls in the autumn of 1975 have become a haunting touchstone of
local  history.  Known  simply  as  the  Westside  Park  Murders,  this  case
represents the community's deepest sorrow and its most persistent mystery.
Even now, the names Sheri Rottler Trick and Stephanie Kay "Spike" Smith echo
through the years, carried by family members who refuse to give up hope and by



amateur sleuths who pore over faded newspaper clippings. This article delves
into the known facts, the troubled investigation, the suspects, and the enduring
legacy of Muncie's most infamous cold case.

The Victims: A Glimpse into Two Young Lives

To understand why the Westside Park Murders continue to haunt Muncie, one
must  first  understand  who  Sheri  and  Stephanie  were.  They  were  not  statistics;
they were daughters, friends, and young women on the cusp of adulthood, with
their whole lives ahead of them.

Sheri Rottler Trick

At 18 years old, Sheri Rottler Trick had recently graduated from Muncie Central
High School. She was described by those who knew her as bright, ambitious, and
full of life. Friends recalled her warm smile and her tendency to light up a room.
She was newly married, having wed her husband just months before the tragedy,
and was working at a local restaurant while considering her future plans. Sheri's
aspirations were typical of any teenager in the Midwest: she wanted a good job,
a happy family, and a life filled with simple joys.
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Stephanie Kay "Spike" Smith

Just 16 years old, Stephanie Smith was a junior at Muncie Southside High School.
Her  nickname,  "Spike,"  reflected  her  spirited  and  somewhat  tomboyish
personality. She was an active teenager who loved sports, spending time with
friends, and exploring the outdoors. Like Sheri, Stephanie was known for her
loyalty and her infectious energy. She worked part-time and was popular among
her peers.  Her family would later describe her as a "free spirit"  who hated
injustice—a tragic irony given the fate that awaited her.

The two girls had become close friends through their jobs and shared social
circles. On the evening of November 10, 1975, they decided to take a drive to
Westside Park, a popular local hangout spot for teenagers. It was a decision that
would seal their fate and change Muncie forever.

The Crime: What Happened at Westside Park?

The timeline of events surrounding the Westside Park Murders has been pieced
together  from witness  statements,  police  reports,  and  media  coverage,  but



crucial  gaps  remain.  What  is  known  is  that  Sheri  and  Stephanie  left  their
respective homes on the evening of November 10, 1975, telling family members
they would be back by curfew. They were last seen alive at approximately 10:00
PM, driving a blue 1969 Ford Torino belonging to Sheri's husband.

The following morning, a park employee discovered the vehicle parked near a
wooded area of Westside Park. Inside, he found the bodies of both girls. They
had been shot multiple times at close range with a small-caliber firearm. There
were no signs of a struggle, and the car doors were locked. Their purses and
personal  belongings were still  inside,  suggesting robbery was not  a motive.
Autopsy reports  later  confirmed that  both girls  had died from gunshot  wounds,
and the manner of death was classified as homicide.

The  lack  of  an  obvious  motive—no  robbery,  no  sexual  assault,  no  known
enemies—immediately  baffled  investigators.  Why  would  anyone  target  two
seemingly ordinary teenage girls in a quiet park? The question has never been
satisfactorily answered.
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The Investigation: A Trail of Missed
Opportunities

The initial investigation into the Westside Park Murders was conducted by the
Muncie  Police  Department,  with  assistance  from  the  Delaware  County  Sheriff's
Office  and  the  Indiana  State  Police.  From the  outset,  the  case  was  plagued  by
challenges,  including  limited  forensic  technology,  witness  reluctance,  and
perhaps most critically, a perceived lack of coordination among agencies.

Initial Leads and Dead Ends

In the days following the murders,  detectives interviewed dozens of  people,
including friends,  family members,  classmates,  and known associates of  the
victims. A number of leads emerged, but none led to a definitive suspect. Early
theories included a random act of violence by a stranger, a botched drug deal, or
a crime of passion linked to one of the girls' relationships. However, evidence to
support any of these theories was thin.

One of the most persistent early leads involved a man who had been seen near



the park around the time of the murders. Witnesses described a stocky, dark-
haired individual behaving suspiciously. Police released a composite sketch, but
the man was never identified. Another lead pointed to a group of local teenagers
who had been drinking in the park that night. Some claimed to have heard what
sounded like firecrackers—which were later believed to be the gunshots—but no
one came forward at the time.

The Problem of Witness Silence

A recurring theme in the Westside Park Murders case is the silence of potential
witnesses. The park was a known gathering spot for young people, and it is
almost certain that more people were in the area than initially admitted. Some
residents have speculated over the years that fear of retaliation or a code of
silence among certain social groups prevented crucial information from reaching
law enforcement. By the time some individuals felt ready to speak, memories
had faded, and the trail had grown cold.

Forensic Limitations of the 1970s

In  1975,  DNA profiling did not  exist.  Fingerprint  analysis  was available,  but  the
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evidence collected from the crime scene was either too degraded or too limited
to yield a match. Ballistics testing confirmed the caliber of the weapon used—a
.22 caliber pistol or revolver—but the gun itself was never recovered. Without
modern forensic tools,  investigators had to rely on eyewitness accounts and
confessions, neither of which proved fruitful.

Key Suspects and Theories Over the Years

As with any high-profile cold case, numerous theories have circulated about who
was  responsible  for  the  Westside  Park  Murders.  Some suspects  have  been
publicly named, while others remain the subject of internet forum speculation.

The "Outsider" Theory

One early theory suggested that a transient or a drifter passing through Muncie
committed the murders.  Proponents  of  this  theory point  to  the lack of  any
connection between the girls  and a known local  criminal  element.  However,
critics argue that the crime seemed too targeted and that the killer's apparent
familiarity with the park and its isolated areas suggests local knowledge.



The Accused: A Local Man's Story

Over the decades, at least one individual has been publicly named by amateur
investigators  as  a  person of  interest.  A  local  man with  a  history  of  violent
behavior  was reportedly  investigated but  never  charged.  His  name surfaces
periodically  in  online  discussions,  but  police  have  never  confirmed  him  as  a
formal  suspect.  The  man died  without  ever  being  officially  linked  to  the  crime,
leaving behind only unanswered questions.

The Law Enforcement Connection

A more controversial theory involves the possibility that someone with ties to law
enforcement or local government was involved. Some community members have
long whispered that the investigation was deliberately mishandled or that certain
evidence was ignored to  protect  someone powerful.  While  these claims are
unproven  and  largely  speculative,  they  reflect  a  deep-seated  distrust  that  has
lingered in Muncie for decades.
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The Serial Killer Hypothesis

Given the unsolved nature of the crime and the method of killing, some have
suggested that  the  Westside  Park  Murders  may have been the work  of  an
unidentified  serial  killer  operating  in  the  Midwest  during  the  1970s.  While
numerous serial  killers  were active in  the region at  the time—including the
infamous "I-70 Killer" and others—no concrete evidence has ever linked any
known offender to the Muncie case.

The Community Impact: Grief and Mistrust

The Westside Park Murders did not just end two lives; they altered the trajectory
of an entire community. In the aftermath of the killings, fear gripped Muncie.
Parents kept their children indoors, parks emptied after dark, and a sense of
collective vulnerability settled over the city.

A Wound That Never Healed

For the families of Sheri and Stephanie, the pain has been unrelenting. Both
families have continued to press for answers, attending vigils, speaking to the



press, and pleading for anyone with information to come forward. The mothers of
both girls have since passed away, carrying their grief to the grave without ever
knowing  the  truth.  Siblings  and  other  relatives  have  taken  up  the  mantle,
ensuring that the case is not forgotten.

The Role of Local Media

Newspapers in Muncie, particularly The Muncie Star Press, covered the murders
extensively in the months following the crime. The case became a staple of local
news,  and anniversary features continue to appear regularly.  This  sustained
media attention has helped keep the case in the public eye, but it has also
contributed  to  the  spread  of  misinformation  and  the  hardening  of  certain
theories that lack evidentiary support.

Modern Developments: Renewed Hope for
Justice

While the Westside Park Murders remain officially unsolved, the 21st century has
brought new possibilities. Advances in forensic science, including DNA testing
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and  genetic  genealogy,  have  breathed  new life  into  cold  cases  across  the
country. Muncie police have stated that evidence from the case is still in their
possession and that they are open to re-examination using modern techniques.

The Role of Amateur Sleuths

Online communities dedicated to true crime have taken a keen interest in the
case. Blogs, podcasts, and social media groups have dissected every available
detail,  interviewed  surviving  witnesses,  and  pressed  law  enforcement  for
transparency. While the work of amateur sleuths has sometimes been criticized
for  spreading speculation,  it  has  also  generated new leads and kept  public
pressure on authorities.

Law Enforcement's Current Stance

As of 2024, the Muncie Police Department still lists the Westside Park Murders as
an open and active investigation. Detectives periodically review the case file and
encourage anyone with information to come forward, even if they think it is
insignificant.  The  department  has  also  participated  in  statewide  cold  case
initiatives,  sharing  evidence  with  state  and  federal  agencies.



The Enduring Mystery: Why the Westside Park
Murders Still Matter

The  Westside  Park  Murders  occupy  a  unique  place  in  Muncie's  collective
memory. They are a reminder that justice is not always swift and that some
questions  may  never  have  satisfactory  answers.  Yet  they  also  represent
something more profound: the enduring love of families who refuse to forget, the
dedication of investigators who continue to search for the truth, and the quiet
hope of a community that longs for closure.

In an era when true crime has become a popular entertainment genre, it  is
important to remember that the Westside Park Murders are not a story—they are
a tragedy. Sheri Rottler Trick and Stephanie Kay Smith were real people, and
their  murders  left  a  void  that  can  never  be  filled.  The  cold  case  stands  as  a
testament  to  the  limits  of  justice  and  the  resilience  of  those  who  fight  for  it.
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Conclusion: A Case That Refuses to Fade

The Westside Park Murders remain Muncie's most notorious cold case precisely
because  they  refuse  to  be  forgotten.  Every  anniversary  brings  renewed
attention, every new forensic advance brings a glimmer of hope, and every
passing year reinforces the determination of those who seek answers. While the
killer may have evaded justice for nearly fifty years, the case is not closed in the
hearts of the families or in the official records of the Muncie Police Department.
The truth is still out there, waiting for someone to come forward. Until that day,
the ghosts of two teenage girls will continue to walk through Westside Park,
reminding Muncie that some mysteries will not rest until they are solved.


