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DANGER 
Unsafe trucks and 

careless drivers 
. can kill you. 
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JOE 
THORNTON, 
P~I. 

You dori't 
want to know 
what he knows. 

Joe Thornton says he is essentially illlerested in aiiSwering just one question - what 
happened? Guilt and innocence are for the courts to decide; he's illlerested in the facts. 

T HE DAY TRUMAN DONGO and 
Herbert Schwam were acquitted of 
murder and being an accessory before 

the fact of murder, respectively, in the 1073 
shooting death of film director Jon Pownall, I was 
sitting in a Portland lounge with Joe Thornton, one 
of t he private detectives who had worked on the 
ca•e for the defense. As the post-trial victory 
celebration went on around us, we sat talking about 
the good old days. but inevitably the converaaLion 
turned to the crime. Would the murder ever be 
solved,! wondered. Would we ever know who d id it? 

"I know who did it." Joe replied confidently. 
I honestly don't recall whether what Joe said next 

came in response to my silence, the look on my face, 
or a question from me. All l remember is the chill. 

"You don't want to know," be said. 
Joe was right. I didn't wanL to know. That's not 

the kind of knowledge I could live with. But Joe's 
enigmatic words have atayed with me. In the dozen 
years since he spoke them, whenever I run into Joe, 
I think, "You don't want to know." Those words 
hover in an imaginary balloon above his head. And 
it'• notjuot who killed Jon Pownall that I don't want 
to know. For I have to 888Ume thaL if Joe think• he 
knows, law enforcement authorities also think they 
know, the burden being knowledge without proof 

thatwillatand up in court. No, I don'twantto know 
anything Joe Thornton knows. 

Joe Thornton cut hia investigative teeth on the 
Pownall murder case. At the conclusion of the 
Dongo-Schwartz trial in May of 1ll75, he estab· 
lished Lawyers Investigating Service, specializing 
in criminnl and inauronce defense work. He does for 
defense attorneys what the police do for prosecu
tors. (It is mere coincidence, he aays, that hio office 
window looks directly ac"""' the Portland Public 
Safety Building porking lot at the police depart. 
mcnt detective bureau.) Apparently Joe is good at 
what he does, for in the past 12 years he has been 
coiled upon to investigate 30 murders and his fee 
($50 an hour) is almost double that of some of his 
competiton. Not bad for a former Cheverus High 
debater and one-lime Columbia Supermarket 
bagboy. . 

When I first met Joe Thornton he was a student 
at Cheverus High School, in Portland, and one of 
those handsome-young-Catholic-boys-in-jacket· 
and-tie Cor which the school ia famous. He was an 
out8tanding scholar and debater. but l still tend to 
think of him as a gentleman rowdy. Wasn't he 
always getting into fights back then? No, that was 
his best friend, now a prominent local attorney. 

"I just went along to clean up afterwards," Joe 

inaista. In a str8J1ie way, that'a what he does for a 
living now. 

Joe Thornton looks as though he could tai<e care 
of himself, but he's not a bully, not a tough guy. At 
38, he is a boyishly handsome, articulate, person· 
able young man. Hia thick head of dJrk hair and 

. defiant mustache give a slightly iconoclastic touch 
to his otherwise conservative appearance - tan 
Southwick suit, tasseled loaf en. Walking along the 
streets of downtown Portland, he might be taken for 
a prosperous investment broker, a junior bank 
executive, perhaps an up·and·coming attorney. 
Indeed, be was weU on his way to a career in the law 
before he veered off to become the fint licensed 
private investigator in Maine without a law en
forcement background. 

After graduating from Cheverus in 1967, Joe 
attended B001ton College, graduating magna cum 
laude in 1971 with a double major in English and 
philosophy. Having distinguished himself academ
ically all hia life, he then entered law school where 
he discovered he did not enjoy either the subject 
matter or the discipline. After one semester at the 
University of Maine School of Law, Joe quit and 
went off to sell advertising. Eventu~lly, convinced 
by friends that he hadn't given law school a chance, 
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(Continutld from tbe previoUII ~e) 
be returned for three more eemeotera, dropping out 
again in 197•. Durinc law acbool, ho-ver, Joe got 
bia first exposure to detective work. 

"1 guess my desire to do investigative work atemo 
from reading the Hardy Boys aeries, as corny as that 
might sound," explains Thornton. "When 1 was in 
my second aemester of law achool, I sought out Dan 
Lilley [one of Maine's top criminal defense 
attorneys) and asked him how to get into criminal 
invutigation. He put me in touch with Lee Jobin, 
who was doing a lot of work for Lilley at the time. r 
For 18 montho, three semesters, I worked for Jobin 
doing basic legwork, grunt work, surveillance, 
tracking down leads so remote they wouldn't result 
in anything fruitful." 

A T THE TIME. in order to get a private 
investigator's license in Maine an ap
plicant had to be 18 years old, not have 

been convicted of a felony, and had to have served 
one year 80 a law enforcement officer. Joe managed 
to convince the governor's executive council (the 
now·disbanded body which then controUed the 
licenses) that his two years of law achool and hia 
experience working with Lee Jobin made him at 
least ao qualified as a rookie cop to become a private 
detective. But Joe Thornton's real qualifications 
are inherent. 

''I think Joe's greatest IISSet," Dan Lilley says 
today, "is that he does 'get his man' orwoman, as the 
caae may be, in the sense that he is able to interview 
people l don't think any other investigator, any 
attorney, even [I) myself would have been able to 
interview. You teke a rape or sexual abuae caae 
where the victim is very reluctant to talk to anyone 
on the defense team. Joe Thornton stendo alone 
among invutigators - and I don't know whether 
it's his tenacity or his personality, that's his secret 
- in being abletogetin,sitdown,and talk to people. 
who, by t he very nature of the aituation, can't stand 
anyone from the defense team. 

"His oecond greateot 88Set is t hat he is excellent 
as a witness on the stend. His image portrays him -
and rightfully so- as an honest, truthful guy. He 
calls 'em as he sees 'em. T he jury believes him." 

When Joe began his career 80 an investigator, 
Dan Lilley and Caroline Glassman, now aju!tice of 
the Maine Supreme Court, were his primary clients. 
. Justice Glasoman has a similar appraieal of 
Thornton's skills. 

"He did a marvelous job of investigating which 
frequently required fitting himself into an 
environment," says Juetice Glaosman. "And he 
certainly made a good witness on the stand.! really 
think he is a top investigator." 

Justice Glassman recalls t hat the first case she 
hired Thornton to investigate involved a woman 
who had been fired after being accused by a fellow 
employee of stealing money from her employer. 
What impressed Glassman was how exhaustive 
Thornton's investigation wa.s. Joe even interviewed 
the doctor who had delivered the woman. On the 
baais of the character profile Thornton waa able to 
•ssemble,the slander case resulted in "a reasonably 
good settlement." 

"Information is a sacred trust," says Joe. "People 
don't bare their souls to you li~htly. You need the 
ability to talk to people, the ability to get people to 
trust you, to believe in you. The truth is a great 
motivator. I am generally intereated in finding out 

what the truth ia, only then are you beclt into 
concepts of cuilt and innocence." 

Beyond good and evil? Well, yes, in a certain 
sense Joe does take a value·neutral approach to 
information. In fact, he says objectivity is one his 
most valuable investigative 88Sets. 

"I have a great tool," be says of his point of view. 
"I'm a fact finder. I don't care how I come down on 
any side of an issue. Someone might tell me, 'We 
want to prove something.' but people in hell want 
ice water, too.l'mjustout there asking the question, 
'What happened?' " 

The case that Joe lists as his "biggest achieve
ment" - the recovery of a Rodin sculpture stolen 
from the Falmouth estate of Charles Shipman 
Payson - illustrates the value of neutrality to an 
investigator •.. u well as the value of luck. 

It seems that Joe had been hired on behalf of the 
defendant in tho 1976 murder of Anno Holt Payson, 
the sister of Charles Shipman Payson. In the course 
of his investigation, he met Mr. Payson's caretaker, 
who asked Joe to keep his eyes and e&n! open 
regarding the stolen sculpture. As luck would have 
it ("pure coincidence; I can't take any real credit"), 
Joe was meeting with a client in an unrelated 
criminal case, stending in a parking lot, wbenasleek 
sports car drove in. Thornton 'a client casually 
mentioned that the driver of the sports car "has a 
bronze buried in the ground and is afraid to move it. 
It's too bot." 

"I asked my client, 'Do you think the guy wants 
to sell it back to Payson?' He said, 'Idon'tknow, but 
I can find out.' " 

T HUS THORNTON arranged for Payson 
to buy back his Rodin "at a fraction of 
what it was worth." Naturally, authori· 

ties wanted to know who had stolen the work of art, 
but Joe wouldn't say. When subpoenaed before a 
federal grand jury, he refused to testify. 

"When you buy me, you buy my silence," be says. 
"Query: How many statues am I going to recover if 
I spilled my guts to a federal grand jury?" 

A year later, the culprit was arreoted on another 
charge and confessed to the art theft as well. 

''The reason the police weren't finding the 
sculpture,'' says Joe, "is that their motive was 
prosecution. My motive was recovering the object."' 

.Joe believe• that tloe exceedingly fine line bet· 
ween Justice and Truth is wide enough to trip up 
law enforcement authorities. In his view, the 
anxiety to arrest and convict sometimes blinds 
police offtcials to the big picture. 

''The police sometimes take a myopic view," he 
says. ''They tunnel in and focus on a suspect too 
quickly to the exclusion of more credible, valuable, 
and quality evidence elsewhere." 

As an example of official myopia, Thornton citeo 
the unsolved death of Colby College coed Katherine 
Murphy. Katherine Murphy was found beaten to 
death on tbe edge of the Waterville college campw 
in 1971. At first authorities theorized ohe bad been 
hit by a car and launched a search for a hit·and·run 
driver. The day after the murder, however, a young 
local man named Alan Pelletier appeared at the the 
Waterville police station to confess that he bad seen 
a man attacki111 the woman tho night before and 
returned to the acene of the crime where be found 
the body, panicked, and fled. Police offici.alo 

focuaed their auspiciona on Pelletier at the time, but 
Pelletier wasn't charged with the crime. 

In 1980, the attorney general convened a grand 
jury to hear new evidence in t he Murphy caae, but 
the jury was not asked to vote on an indictment. 
Then last year, t he grand jury met again and finally 
indicted Alan Pelletier for t he 14-year-old murder. 
The deciding factor in the 1986 indictment ap
peared to be an eye witness whose identity waa not 
disclosed. The mysterious witness claimed to have 
been with Pelletier the night Katherine Murphy 
was killed. 

WHEN Dan Lilley took on Alan Pelletier's 
defense, he hired Joe Thornton to in
vestigate the new development&. The 

key witness turned out to be a friend of the accuaed 
who bad previously testified that be knew nothing 
of the murder. Apparently, as a reaultofwitneeeing 
an accident in Florida in which a girl was struck and 
killed, the witness had flipped out and confessed to 
Florida authorities that he knew all about the death 
of Katherine · Murphy. AI!. J oe tella it, the key 
witness now claimed that he and Pelletier and a 
third man had been driving around drunk, acci
dently bit the coed (as the police bad ewmiaed), and 
the third man bad jumped ou~ and beaten the girl 
to make sure she was dead and would not be able to 
identify them. Joe Thornton heard this story for 
himself when he t raveled to Florida to interview the 
new atar witness. 

Thornton says the man be talked to in Florida 
was a cocaine user and dealer who bad been in and 
out of psychiatric hospitals and drug detoxification 
centers. He told Joe that be bad confesaed because 
of a recurring nightmare he had been having. But 
when Joe asked the witness whether he bad actually 
been with Pelletier the night of the murder, the man 
answered, "In my mind I was." 

" We don't normally share interviews with the 
prosecution.'' says Dan Lilley, "but in this case I 
told them, 'We can't wait for you to put tbia guy on 
tbe stend.' Joegothim to open up to the point where 
it was obvious he was crazy." 

The stete's star witness was never called to teotify 
during the trial. Alan Pelletier was found not guilty 
in January of this year . 

"We're trying to find out what happened," says 
Joe Thornton of his criminal defense work. "If my 
client is guilty, it's up to the stele to provo it. In an 
egregious murder where someone is ceught red
banded, all my role is to see, along with the defense 
lawyer, that the person gets a fair trial. The rub 
comes when you get a case that's not obviously clear 
and the s tete is trying to prosecute someone. My 
role then is to find and present exculpatory 
evidence. To the extent the cops don't do a good job, 
I have something to do." 

Still, Joe seems to pride himself more on the 
thoroughness of an investigation than on the 
outcome of trials. 

"There hasn't been a case I've worked on," be 
says, "where someone'a sprung a surprise witness I 
should have uncovered in the course of an 
investigRtion." And here be stops to knock on wood. 

Listening to Joe'• tales of murder and mayhem ia 
•~. once faacinating and repulaivo. Of ooune, law 
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Joe Thornton says he 
first buame intereslt!d 

ill d.:uctive work as a 
boy readi11g the Hardy 

Boys mysteries. The 
book.f behind him run 

the im·esligativc gat1111/ 
from hard-core realism 

- Investigation and 
Preparation of Criminal 

Ca,es and Electronic 
Surveillance - to 

hard-boiled 
romamicism - The 

Novels of Dashiell 
Hammell, Shades of 
Travi' McGee. and 

Farewell. My Lovely. 

enforcement officials and prosecutors have to deal 
..tth the same desperate characters daily, but 
enforcement officials and prosecutors are the good 
guya. Doean't it get to him, conatantly working on 
behalf of people accuaed of vicious crimes? 

"You can't help representing the damoed with
out being cast in the black hat role," Joe replies. 
"Some of the nicest people I have met, genuinely 
sensit ive people, are criminals. There are good 
criminals and bad criminals just like there are good 
cops and bad cops. They're human beings, you 
know." 

or course not all of Joe's work is laboring for the 
damned. Joe Thornton is a good I(UY and as often as 
not he gets to wear the white hat. Shadowing him for 
a day last weelr. offered me some insight into the 
variot.y and range of work that comes his wny. 

The !int of!icial busineas this particular day was 
a mooting with his partners in Hallmark Security 
Inc., a recent spin-off from Lawyers lnvestigatin~ 
Service. Hallmark provide• plainclothes protection 
for commercial. residential, and construction sites. 
On the agenda today is a diAcussion of the need to 
uperade radio communications at Oxford Plains 
Speedway, one of Hallmark'• major security clients. 

Next Joe phones a man who hno hired him to !ind 
out who baa been watching him and why. The client 
r~uepecta a conspir&cy. Joe's investigation, which 
includes running the license plate numbers of cars 
frequently spotted in the area and interviewing 
neigh bora, auggeata thai t.he man is paranoid. Joe 
politely tells the man he has "an over-active 
imagination." Thia one ia a freebie, pro bono. 

Then there is a phone call to o local attorney who 
is trying to !ind a client who skipped out on him 
without paying the bill after tbe attorney had 
cleared him of drunk-driving charges. Joe's aasis
tent has found the man's estranged wife, but the 
man hlmaelf is now somewhere in Florida. 

After dictating a letter to the head of a major 
corporation who has hired him to investigate a 
suspected embezzlement, Joe calls a Louisiana 
private eye to report that he has not yet been able 
to locate o workers' compensation claimant who h&& 
moved to Maine. Catching workors' cornp frauds is 
the bread and butter of most privote investig~tors 
in :'\!Iaine, and Joe does his share. His favorite cnse 
involved bushwhacking through two and a half 
miles of swamp in camouflage gear carrying ... ·ideo 
equipment in order to nail an employeeofllnth Iron 
Works who wns collecting disability checks for a 
bad bock . . roe and n pnrtner filmed the man 
operntin~ o skiddcr a.nd n choinanw nt a loggin~ site. 
"The ~uy doesn't get comp anymore." 

Just nhout t he only investigative work Joe 
doesn't toke on IS divorce work. Trying to catch 
unfaithful spouses with their pants down doesn't 
appeal to him anyway, but early on he discovered 
that divorce work was unrewardin~t. Client.cl aren't 
happy if you don'L catch their spouses in the act, 
and they aren't happy if you do. 

After lunch, Joe meets briefly with a local police 
of!icer to discu8S the poasibility of setting up yet a 
third company under the Lawyers Investigating 
Service umbrella. Thia company would offer lOllS 
and crime prevention programs. Joe says he can see 

himself doing investigations for another 12 or 15 
years, but after thnt he'd like to step back, manace 
his businesses, and work on improving hia golf 
game. 

The only !ield work of the day t.alr.ea Joe a lonr 
way from Portland to a remote jail where be ia to 
interview nn inmate. The inmate baa sent word to a 
colleague that he wants to talk to him, but the 
colleague does not want to visit the jail in person. H e 
hns hired n lawyer who has hired Joe t.o 110 see"'~ 
the man in custody wants. Joe will only tel\ me that 
a lot of people urc worried about what the inmate 
mi~ht be telli~g policc.lic nsks me to wait in the car 
called ahead to let the authorities or the inmate 
know he is coming. Cold calls are standard oper· 
alm~ procedure in c riminal defense work. 

Sitting in the car l can't help thinking about what 
seems to me to be the moral ambiguity of ,Joe' aline 
oi work.l keep tell ing myselfthatunder oursystem 
uf justice everyone is entitled to the best poasible 
defense and .Inc is just part of that defenoe team. 
Uut here ,. .roe. this educated, succeasful, law
abiding fnm ily mun, acting a.s a go·bttween Cor 
suspected criminals. I have not resolved the eli
lemma (clearly mine, not his) before he returna 
from the jail. 

"Good news for my client." Joe reports. "He just 
wunta to tell him 'l can't hurt you.',. 

For just on instant it occurs to me to .. k Joe wbo 
hi• client is, but then I remember thoee worda -
'"You don't want to know." 

by Edgar Allen Beem 
Photography by Cbri.otopber A,YTt'>l 


