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Teen girl’s slaying entangled in politics

OREGON, Ill.



When Jimmy Dean Davis vanished, he left blood spots on a bridge and a rap sheet that reads like the prelude to a tragedy.

Police say Davis abducted his stepdaughter and shot her to death Nov. 26, and they believe he committed suicide hours later by plunging into the Rock River at Rockford--possibly after turning the gun on himself as he stood on the bridge. 

But with the chilly river yielding no trace of Davis except for what's believed to be his pistol--a .22-caliber, pearl-handled revolver with one chamber empty and in position to have just been fired--the deepening mystery of his fate has been supplanted by other nagging questions:

Was the death of 16-year-old Heather Dauenbaugh foretold in court records that paint a picture of Davis as a troubled man with a long criminal record and a history of violence?

Could the death of Dauenbaugh--whom Davis was forbidden by a protective order from contacting--have been prevented? 

The haunting circumstances of the case have made it an unlikely political issue in western Illinois, raising the profile of an otherwise low-on-the-ballot race for judge.

Davis, 45, had been arrested on a domestic battery charge in July, accused of assaulting the girl by grabbing her breasts, but he was released Aug. 3 on a personal recognizance bond. The prosecutor, Ogle County State's Atty. Doug Floski, has said the judge was wrong to let Davis go free over his office's "strenuous objections."

The judge, Associate Circuit Judge Michael T. Mallon, has responded by accusing Floski of using Dauenbaugh's murder for political gain. Mallon and Floski are running against each other for a full judgeship in the 15th Judicial Circuit.

That public attention to Dauenbaugh's murder has been diverted by political squabbling at the red-brick courthouse on the square has left some people in this little farm town shaking their heads.

"I think the fact that this has gotten at all political in any way is just incredibly sad," said Kathleen Kauffman, a public defender in Ogle County who represented Davis at the bond hearing in question. "This poor little girl is dead."

Dauenbaugh's mother, Cynthia Stukenberg, who is Davis' estranged wife, blames only Davis for her daughter's death.

But she said she thinks the murder might have been preventable with stiffer penalties for those who wreak domestic havoc and violate protective orders--as Davis often did by contacting Dauenbaugh.

"I think we as a society are at fault," Stukenberg said. "We as a society failed Heather."

Dauenbaugh's abduction and murder Nov. 26 were the beginning of a long, harrowing night of terror during which Davis also abducted Stukenberg, talked of committing suicide, then admitted to the horrified woman that he had killed her daughter hours earlier, Stukenberg said.

"He pulled my hair and said, 'Do you want me to pump eight shells into your head like I did your daughter?'" Stukenberg said.

Stukenberg, forced to drive Davis around for hours in her Ford Contour, escaped after he asked her to stop and stepped out of the car on a bridge over the Rock River, she said. It was dawn, Nov. 27. Mashing the gas pedal to the floor as Davis started to turn back toward the car with his gun in hand, Stukenberg drove to a service station and telephoned police, she said.

"Oh, my God, my husband's on the bridge with a gun and I think he's killed my daughter," she blurted into the phone, she recalled in an interview later.

Sheriff's deputies found Dauenbaugh's body right where Davis had pointed as he directed Stukenberg to drive past the scene: in a ditch near two telephone poles off Lathem Road at Main Street in Rockford, Winnebago County Sheriff Richard A. Meyers said.

But all they found of Davis was blood on the bridge. In the water below was a gun matching his.

"We used a bloodhound to trace him from Main and Lathem, and the dog picked up his scent and went to the center of the bridge and stopped," Meyers said. "We've had no other sightings of him."

Family members who found plates stacked near the sink in Dauenbaugh's home--some clean, some dirty--said they believe Davis abducted the girl as she washed dinner dishes while her mother, a medical assistant in an area hospital, was at work.

Dauenbaugh, one of five sisters but the only one still living at home, resided with Stukenberg and a boarder in a little clapboard house between a church and a grain elevator in the tiny farm town of Chana.

Until five months ago, Davis also had lived in the house. But when he and Stukenberg separated, he took to living in his pickup truck behind a friend's auto-body shop near Rockford.

Stukenberg is seeking a divorce but has had a hard time putting distance between her family and Davis.

Their relationship dates back more than 20 years, including two weddings and a divorce. She married him for the first time in 1980, in a prison wedding ceremony while he was serving time for rape, then divorced him, only to remarry him again in January 2000.

Davis, a welder who took Stukenberg's name when they remarried so he could hide his past, was a registered sex offender who had been in and out of trouble with the law since he was young.

His criminal history included five rape charges--with the one conviction, in 1980 in Winnebago County--and an aggravated sexual assault conviction in 1988.

After failing to register as a sex offender, he was arrested April 6, 2001, but he posted the $5,000 bond and was released pending trial, authorities said. When Floski's office, believing Davis had violated the terms of his bond by leaving Illinois, filed a motion in June to increase it, Davis was arrested again--this time with bond set at $7,500, authorities said.

Once again he posted bond and was released.

A year and a half after marrying Davis the second time, Stukenberg decided she once again wanted out of the relationship. "He became somebody I didn't know," she said.

On July 27, 2001, Davis was arrested and charged with two counts of domestic battery, accused of grabbing Dauenbaugh's breasts in January 2000 and January 2001. Circuit Judge Timothy Nieman set cash bond at $15,000.

Unable to post it, Davis was held in jail. But on Aug. 3, he appeared before Mallon asking that the bond be reduced.

"We're opposed to any reduction in bond," Assistant State's Atty. Paul Goddard told the judge at the hearing, according to a transcript. "We do believe there is some risk to the victim...."

But Mallon released Davis on a personal recognizance bond, requiring him to post no cash.

In a carefully worded news release Nov. 27, Floski effectively called into question whether a judge might have saved Dauenbaugh by locking Davis up.

"I think he had more than enough information not to let this guy walk out the door without posting a nickel," Floski said in an interview.

But Mallon scoffs at the flap. "I believe it to be totally politically motivated," he said.

Before Dauenbaugh was murdered, the state's attorney's office never conveyed in specific or convincing terms how dangerous Davis was believed to be, Mallon said. Prosecutors, who now blame the judge for not locking up Davis, never seemed all that intent on doing so themselves, he said.

Could Dauenbaugh's death have been prevented?

Some say they doubt it; in an overcrowded system, recognizance bonds are common, especially in domestic cases, law-enforcement officials say.

"No one could have known what was going to happen in the future," Kauffman said. "I would have never given that case another thought had this tragedy never happened."

Dennis Schumacher, a former Ogle County state's attorney, said: "The judge did what any judge would have done, and he did it properly. Why are we throwing politics into such a tragic situation?"

In the end it is Floski, more than Mallon, who has been forced to explain himself. "There's been accusations I've politicized this," Floski said. "I disagree.

"I don't know if &lsqb;Dauenbaugh's death&rsqb; could have been avoided. But maybe this raises a bigger issue. Maybe there needs to be some bond reform. Maybe the judge who sets the bond should be the one to consider any motions to reduce it."

