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PARENTS CLAI M5 DI SPUTE SU Cl DE RULI NG COUPLE QUESTI ON MEDI CAL EXAM NER S CREDI BI L-
I TY, QUALITY OF | NVESTI GATI ON

SUSAN HERENDEEN, BEE STAFF WRI TER

VWhen investigators found the body of Jill Renee Thiel in her Mdesto apartnment, they
qui ckly concl uded that the young nother had taken her own life.

The 30-year-old hairdresser was |ying dead on her living roomfloor on June 24, an
el ectrical cord wapped around her neck

A nei ghbor said Thiel was hanging froma bed frame when he found her. There was a
suicide note in a flower pot outside Thiel's front door, and nore notes inside, with
i nstructions about the care of her two children

I nvestigators closed the case about six hours later, to the dismay of parents Henry
and Carol e Thiel of Ceres.

They filed a pair of $25 nmillion clains -- one against the city of Mdesto and the
ot her agai nst Stanislaus County -last nonth.

They question the quality of the investigation and the credibility of a medical ex-
am ner who has been fired by two other counties. They said officials pronm sed to do
an autopsy, but it never was performed.

"W have to have answers," Carole Thiel said. "W needed to know. This was ny daugh-
ter. Jill deserves it."

Such clains are a necessary first step when one wants to sue the government. City
and county officials said they will be denied. Once that happens, the Thiels have
six nmonths to file a lawsuit. Their attorney, Malcolm Goss of Oakdale, declined to
conment .

Sheriff's Lt. Darin Gharat, who oversees the coroner's office, said he has tried to
explain the suicide ruling to Carole Thiel, w thout success.

Duri ng one di scussion, she argued that her grandchildren could not receive the pro-
ceeds of a $100,000 life insurance policy if their nmother's death was ruled a sui-
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ci de, he said.

She also told officials fromthe coroner's office that she wanted to rip up her
daughter's death certificate and throwit in their faces, he said.

"She is not prepared to accept any findings fromour office or fromthe Police De-
partrment," Gharat said.

Carole Thiel said her coments have been taken out of context, and that she is not a
noney- gr ubbi ng hysteric.

She said she is a grieving nother who is raising two grandchildren, ages 2 and 10.
She said the children never will go hungry, because her husband is a successful
busi nessman.

She acknow edged that her daughter had a history of alcohol abuse and troubled rel a-
tionships with the fathers of her children. But she does not believe Jill Thiel was
sui ci dal . She suspects foul play.

"This wasn't an open-and-shut case,"” Carole Thiel said. "I don't care what they say.
It's not."

The Thiels want to take their case to court because they don't think investigators
took their daughter's death seriously. They point to reports by the Mddesto Police
Department to bolster their claim

One police report refers to Jill Thiel as a black girl in one reference and a white
girl in the next. Thiel was white.

Anot her police report says investigators found suicide notes witten by Julie Thiel
-- the victims name was Jill Thiel -- on the kitchen table, counter, bedroom dress-
er and outside the front door

That report also states that coroner's deputy Kristi Herr prom sed to conplete an
aut opsy and contact the police if a nedical exam ner found anything suspicious.

Herr was never on the scene. Coroner's deputy Katie Soto collected evidence that
day.

In a followup report, a detective acknow edged that Soto, not Herr, handled the
case. He said he assunmed an autopsy woul d be done because Soto asked hi m whet her he
wanted to attend

"W were prom sed an autopsy,” Carole Thiel said.
AUTOPSY NOT REQUI RED

By |law, a county coroner mnust investigate cases of suspected suicide, but the coron-
er has discretion over the extent of an inquiry and may draw concl usi ons about the
cause of death wi thout performng an autopsy.
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The nedi cal exami ner, Dr. CGeorge Bol duc of Stockton-based Delta Pathol ogy Asso-
ciates, concluded that Jill Thiel died of asphyxia caused by hangi ng, according to a
report he signed Aug. 2.

The Thiels contend that Bol duc misused his authority by failing to perform an
aut opsy.

They hope to bolster their clains by pointing out that Bol duc has been fired from
jobs in Kern and Sonoma counties and | eft the Orange County coroner's office under a
cl oud.

The Thiels' private investigator obtained a report by the Sonoma County district at-
torney's office, internal nenos fromthe Kern County Sheriff's Departnent and r sum
s Bol duc subnmitted to several counties.

Carol e Thiel gave copies of these docunents to The Bee. According to the reports and
nenos:

* Bol duc resigned fromthe Orange County coroner's office under unfavorable condi-
tions in 1987 because he based the cause of death in a nurder case on a police re-
port rather than an autopsy. His ruling becane a topic of discussion in a death pen-
alty case

* Bol duc was fired by the Kern County coroner's office in 1996 because he woul d not
wait to begin an autopsy of an 8-nmonth-old child, as investigators requested. In his
rush, Bol duc spl ashed bl ood on the child' s face, contaminating traces of adhesive
tape a criminalist wanted to collect. He contested his termination in court, but

| ost.

* | nvestigators found di screpancies in the curriculumvitae Bolduc submtted to sev-
eral counties and noted unexpl ai ned gaps in enpl oyment, when

Bol duc apparently worked as a census taker, a sales representative at Kinko's Cop-
i es, a newspaper deliveryman and ot her jobs.

Bol duc said the allegations against himwere based on m sinformtion and were not
substanti at ed.

He said he has worked for Delta Pathol ogy Associates -- which handl es forensic med-
i cal exanms for Stanislaus, San Joaquin and Tuol utme counties -since Novermber 2004.

Bol duc sai d he disclosed his troubles when he was hired. As a result, the docunents
state, he is not allowed to work on nurder cases in Stanislaus County, because offi -
cials don't want his qualifications to cone under attack in court.

He said there was no need to do an autopsy on Jill Thiel because an external exam n-
ation supported a ruling of suicide and investigators found nothing to suggest fou

pl ay.

"I"'mfollow ng standard practices,"” Bol duc said.
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NOTES SENT TO LAB FOR ANALYSI S

Oficer R ck Applegate, a spokesman for the Mddesto Police Department, said invest-
i gators reopened the case at the Thiels' request.

He said the departnent recently sent the notes found in Jill Thiel's apartnment to
the state Departnent of Justice for a handwiting anal ysis, because her parents
think she wote sone but not all of the notes.

A state criminalist concluded that one person penned the notes.

"The investigators who were out there have years of experience,” Appl egate said,
"and they do a great job."

The clai magainst the city nanes Detectives Al Brocchini and Ray Coyle, as well as
three other officers. The clai magainst the county nanes Bol duc and Sot o.

County Counsel M chael Krausnick said he reviewed the claimand concluded that it
has no nerit.

"The coroner's office nade an appropriate and proper determ nati on based upon the
facts of this matter in not requiring an autopsy,” he said. "And that will be the
county's position.™

Mary Akin, a risk nanager who handles issues of legal liability for the city of Md-
esto, said nost clains brought against the city are denied after 45 days. People
wi th conplaints then can proceed to court.

"If we are clearly at fault, and we have all the evidence, and a deternmination is
made before the 45 days, we generally pay those clains," she said. "But that doesn't
happen very often.”

Bee staff witer Susan Herendeen can be reached at 578-2338 or sher-
endeen@modbee. com
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