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O N 19 Ap ril 1995, the A l f red P.
M u rrah Fe d e ral Building turn e d
to ru bble as the sound of the

explosion echoed through Oklahoma City.
One hundred and sixty-eight people died
and over 600 people we re injure d. 

The media shock waves spre a d
t h roughout the wo rld with news of the
United Stat e s ’ most deva s t ating terro ri s t
act. Rumours rap i d ly pro l i fe rated ab o u t
M i ddle Eastern and other intern at i o n a l
t e rro rist groups being re s p o n s i bl e.
H oweve r, the spotlight turned inwa rds to
the possibility that this horri fic deed could
h ave been carried out by an A m e ri c a n .

Gulf War ve t e ran Ti m o t hy McVe i g h
was arrested and later convicted (U S v
M c Ve i g h, 1997). One of his A rmy
c o l l e ag u e s , Te rry Nich o l s , was found 
guilty of invo l u n t a ry manslaughter and
c o n s p i ra cy (U S v N i ch o l s, 1998). 

‘ C o n s p i ra cy ’ is a key wo rd here.

M c Veigh and Nichols we re known to 
h ave ri g h t - w i n g, a n t i - gove rnment view s .
A c c o rding to a national poll (Jo h n s o n ,
1 9 9 6 ) , 68 per cent of A m e ricans felt that
t h e re we re other people re s p o n s i ble fo r
t h i s , besides McVeigh and Nich o l s , but wh o
we re still fre e. Stephen Jo n e s, M c Ve i g h ’s
l aw ye r, said that ‘the idea that two men did
it defies logi c ’( Jo h n s o n , 1996). 

Th e re is even a website new s l e t t e r
called The John Doe Ti m e s
( x l d. c o m / p u bl i c / j d t / j d t i n d ex.htm) that
focuses the conspira cy theories on Elohim
C i t y, a complex of houses on the border of
Oklahoma and A rkansas. A c c o rding to the
n ew s l e t t e r, wh i ch is produced in
conjunction with an A l abama militia,
Elohim City was the gat h e ring place fo r
m a ny of the people allege d ly invo l ve d.
H ow strong is the evidence for these
b e l i e f s ?

Both in the media and in the court h o u s e

( p a rt i c u l a rly for the Nichols tri a l ) , d e fe n c e
l aw ye rs used seve ral witnesses wh o
b e l i eved they had seen John Doe 2, t h e
man rep o rted with McVeigh prior to the
ex p l o s i o n , to suggest that someone other
than the defendants was re s p o n s i ble for 
the bombing. 

E yewitness testimony plays a cri t i c a l
role in the ap p re h e n s i o n , p rosecution and
t rial of criminal offe n d e rs. A recent survey
of British police offi c e rs indicated that the
police believe eyewitnesses are accurat e
and re l i able most of the time (Kebell &
M i l n e, 1998). 

G a ry We l l s , an intern ational authori t y
on eyewitness identifi c at i o n , was called as
an ex p e rt witness by the pro s e c u t i o n .
D u ring the course of his testimony, h e
d e s c ribed how erro rs in eyew i t n e s s
i d e n t i fi c ation may occur as a result of 
poor encoding, re t ri eval and inap p ro p ri at e
testing (U S v M c Ve i g h, 1 9 9 7 ) .

AM I N A ME M O N and DA N I E L B.W R I G H T ask what psych o l ogical 

studies can tell us about the search for the shadowy ‘John Doe 2’.
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In this art i cl e, we use the allege d
sighting of John Doe 2 to examine possibl e
e rro rs of eyewitness identifi c ation in the
M c Veigh and Nichols trials. (It is import a n t
t h at we make clear that we are not stat i n g
t h at either there was or was not a John Doe
2 , o n ly that , because of the malleability of
eyewitness rep o rt s , we cannot be sure.) 

We will show how, in such a high-
p ro file case as this, eyewitness accounts
m ay be especially vulnerable to distort i o n
(see Memon et al. , 1998; W right & Dav i e s ,
1 9 9 9 , for more ex t e n s ive rev i ews of
eyewitness testimony). Extracts from Gary
We l l s ’t e s t i m o ny will be used to illustrat e
questions of interest to law ye rs and
m i s c o n c eptions about eyewitness ab i l i t i e s .

E vents at the body shop
Although seve ral people testified that they
had seen someone re s e m bling John Doe 2,
the media and courts focused on rep o rts of
John Doe 2 when allege d ly seen, w i t h
M c Ve i g h , at Elliott’s body shop two day s
b e fo re the explosion (17 Ap ril). Th e re fo re,
we will also adopt this focus. 

B e fo re going to this shop to rent the
t ru ck used in the ex p l o s i o n , M c Ve i g h
(using the alias ‘ R o b e rt Kling’) arrived by
taxi at a nearby fast food re s t a u rant at ab o u t
3.40pm. Both the taxi driver and a securi t y
c a m e ra indicated that McVeigh was alone. 

About 20 minutes lat e r, M c Ve i g h
a rrived at the body shop to pick up the
t ru ck he had re s e rve d. He spoke with Vi ck i
Beemer who dealt with the pap e r wo rk. He
then went with Eldon Elliott to inspect the
van. A mech a n i c, Tom Ke s s i n ge r, cl a i m e d
t h at he observed part of this ro u t i n e
t ransaction. While mu ch deb ate exists ab o u t

h ow memory operates for highly emotional
events (see Chri s t i a n s o n , 1992; Memon e t
a l. , 1 9 9 8 ) , this initial viewing was an
eve ry d ay occurrence for these witnesses.

The next day, 18 Ap ri l , t h e re wa s
another seemingly uneventful transaction 
at Elliott’s body shop. Michael Hert i g, a n
a rmy serge a n t , and To dd Bunting, a privat e,
a rrived at about 4pm to pick up a re n t e d
t ru ck. Bunting wo re a bl a ck T- s h i rt and a
b a s eball cap with a blue and white zigzag
p at t e rn. Pa rt of a tattoo would have been
v i s i ble beneath his left shirt - s l e eve.

On 19 Ap ri l , the FBI we re able to
identify the ve h i cle number of the tru ck
u s e d. A gent Scott Crab t ree telep h o n e d
E l l i o t t ’s and asked for eve ryone to stay
t h e re until they had fi g u red out who wa s
p resent on the afternoon of 17 Ap ri l .
S u dd e n ly the routine tra n s a c t i o n , t wo day s
b e fo re, had become a focal point of the
l a rgest criminal inve s t i gation in the FBI’s
h i s t o ry. 

B e e m e r, Elliott and Ke s s i n ger we re
questioned about Robert Kling, whom 
the FBI called John Doe 1. In testimony,
Ke s s i n ger admitted that they discussed 
their memories prior to Crab t ree arriv i n g. 

When they we re interv i ewe d, B e e m e r
and Elliott each gave rather ske t chy rep o rt s
of Kling’s ap p e a ra n c e. Ke s s i n ge r ’s
d e s c ription of Kling was more detailed than
those given by Beemer and Elliott. Because
of this, the FBI asked for his help in
c o n s t ructing an art i s t ’s impression. Th i s
was shown on television and in new s p ap e rs
(see Fi g u re 1) and led to Ti m o t hy McVe i g h
being identified as John Doe 1. Th i s , i n
c o m b i n ation with circumstantial ev i d e n c e,
pointed towa rds McVe i g h ’s guilt.

Ke s s i n ger also described a second
p e rson (not Nichols) who was with
M c Veigh when picking up the tru ck. He
said that this John Doe 2 was shorter than
John Doe 1, was dark - h a i re d, tanned and
had a tattoo part i a l ly cove red by the left
s l e eve of his shirt. He said John Doe 2 
wo re a blue and white baseball hat with
z i g z ags. It was another fa i rly detailed
d e s c ription and the ske t ch of John Doe 2
was shown in the national media (see
Fi g u re 2).

After their initial interv i ew s , t h e
m e m o ries of Beemer and Elliott
t ra n s fo rm e d, becoming more detailed and
c o n fi d e n t ly held. While Beemer continu e d
to say her memory was poor for John Doe
2 (‘he just blended in’), she was ve ry
c o n fident. Elliott came to remember this
second man and gave details even about 
the baseball cap he was we a ring (with bl u e
‘lightning stri p e s ’ ) .

Wh at can eyewitness re s e a rch tell us
about the accura cy of Beemer, Ke s s i n ge r
and Elliott’s recollections? 

Confidence and accuracy 
Should the inve s t i gat o rs have assumed that
Ke s s i n ge r ’s confidence — ex p ressed ri g h t
f rom the beginning — meant that he wa s
m o re accurate than the others? The simple
a n swer is: it depends. For many ye a rs ,
l ab o rat o ry simu l ations of eyew i t n e s s
t e s t i m o ny concluded that inaccurat e
witnesses are just as confident in their
m e m o ry as are accurate witnesses (see
S p o rer et al. , 1 9 9 5 , for a rev i ew). 

M o re re c e n t ly, it has been shown that
the re l ationship between confidence in
i d e n t i fi c ation and accura cy depends in part
on part i c i p a n t s ’ ability to identify the targe t .
Both accura cy and confidence are higher
under conditions that lead to good memory
of the target than conditions that lead to
poor memory (Lindsay et al. , 1998). Th i s
m a kes sense, because in re a l - l i fe cases
t h e re is a gre at va ri ability in the fa c t o rs that
m ay affect witnesses’ability to identify the
suspect (e. g. at t e n t i o n , d u rat i o n , d e l ay, o r
d i s t i n c t iveness of face). 

H oweve r, t h e re are two important things
to note. Fi rs t ly, those conditions that lead to
higher confidence in correct identifi c at i o n s
( s u ch as only a short delay befo re being
a s ked to recall an event) also lead to higher
c o n fidence in false identifi c ations (Lindsay
et al. , 1998). 

S e c o n d ly, if witnesses are led to believe
t h at they are corre c t , then they will be more
c o n fident. This was demonstrated in a
recent study by Wells and Bra d field (1998),
the results of wh i ch we re also described by



Wells during his ex p e rt testimony in the
M c Veigh trial. 

Wells and Bra d field (1998) had mock
witnesses view a line-up without the culpri t
(called a target absent or blank line-up).
A f t e r wa rd s , some we re told that they ch o s e
the culprit. Not only we re these people
m o re confident than the control gro u p , t h ey
also gave more details in later descri p t i o n s
and said they paid more attention wh e n
v i ewing the cri m e.

C ro s s - c o n t a m i n ation 
of witnesses 
E yewitness memory re s e a rch has
e s t ablished that adults (Zaragoza & Lane,
1998) and ch i l d ren (Ackil & Zarago z a ,
1995) are subject to re c o n s t ru c t ive erro rs 
in re c a l l , p a rt i c u l a rly when confronted with
misleading info rm ation. In other wo rd s , a
witness can be highly sugge s t i bl e. 

Witnesses may come to believe that
t h ey actually remember seeing items in 
an event that in fact have been (fa l s e ly )
s u ggested to them (Wright & Stro u d,
1998). Th e re is evidence to suggest that
m e m o ries cre ated this way do persist ove r
time and become deep ly ingra i n e d
( B ra i n e rd & Po o l e, 1997). 

C u rre n t ly, the most popular theore t i c a l
ex p l a n ation for suggestibility effects is
s o u rce misat t ri bution (but see Aye rs &
R e d e r, 1998 for altern at ive accounts). 
In other wo rd s , witnesses are confusing
i n fo rm ation obtained outside of the contex t
of the witnessed event (post-eve n t
i n fo rm ation) with the witnessed eve n t
i t s e l f. Memories of details from va ri o u s
s o u rces can be amalga m ated with
m e m o ries of that event (Allen & Lindsay,
1 9 9 8 ) .

G a ry Wells specifi c a l ly made this point
about memory blending when asked ab o u t
the impact of television cove rage in U S v
M c Ve i g h (1997). Wh at fo l l ows is an ex t ra c t
f rom direct questioning:

Q : N ow, suppose the eyewitness wa s
told to shut the television image out
of their mind and only re ly on their
m e m o ry of the previous eve n t .
Wo u l d n ’t t h at take care of the
p ro bl e m ?
A (Gary We l l s ) : No. Yo u ’re asking a
p e rson to do something they can’t
do. Their memory by this point is
bl e n d e d. In other wo rd s , the fi rs t
time in wh i ch they saw the pers o n
wh i ch they are being asked ab o u t
has been blended with — with this
second time — in wh i ch they may
h ave seen the person on telev i s i o n ,

and so there ’s no real way for them
to — for people to sort that out. It’s
just a single memory.

Social fa c t o rs may also distort memory
rep o rts. In eyewitness testimony, o n e
s o u rce of social influence on memory
comes from contact and ex ch a n ge of
i n fo rm ation among witnesses. 

In some of our own wo rk (Wright &
S e l f, in prep a rat i o n ) , p a rticipants we re
a s ked in pairs whether they had seen
s eve ral cars in a previous phase of the
s t u dy. When responding second, p e o p l e
we re influenced by the answe rs of the fi rs t
p e rson. If the fi rst person said she or he did
see the car prev i o u s ly, this raised the
p ro b ability that the second person wo u l d
also say this, i rre s p e c t ive of whether the
car re a l ly was prev i o u s ly seen. 

Did Ke s s i n ge r ’s confident re c o l l e c t i o n
i n fluence his co-wo rke rs in a similar way ?

The FBI interv i ewed other customers
who had been at the body shop, and came
a c ross To dd Bunting (see Fi g u re 2). Th ey
felt Ke s s i n ger might have been descri b i n g
him. If so, this would be a case of
‘unconscious tra n s fe re n c e ’ (Ross et al. ,
1994). This is wh e re the memory of
someone seen in one situation ge t s
t ra n s fe rred into another, p ro b ably as 
a result of source misat t ri bution or
a m a l ga m ation of memories or both.

Ke s s i n ger was shown a photograph of
Bunting and said this was not John Doe 2.

H oweve r, a year and a half after the
ex p l o s i o n , and after seve ral furt h e r
i n t e rv i ew s , Ke s s i n ger was shown Bunting
d ressed as he was on 18 Ap ril. Ke s s i n ge r
ch a n ged his mind and said the person he
d e s c ribed was Bunting. 

H oweve r, even after Ke s s i n ger became
c o nvinced that the man in the John Doe 2
s ke t ch was Bunting, he still believed that a
John Doe 2 ex i s t e d. After all, given that his
c o - wo rke rs now rep o rted a John Doe 2,
and both the new s p ap e rs and the ge n e ra l
p u blic said there wa s , he had reason to
think that he must have been right ab o u t
t h e re being a John Doe 2.

Another re l evant area of eyew i t n e s s
re s e a rch is the effects of prior ex p o s u re 
on subsequent re c ognition. If a suspect is
v i ewed prev i o u s ly (in the media, i n
mu g s h o t s , in an earlier line-up), this affe c t s
i d e n t i fi c ation accura cy in subsequently
p resented line-ups (Gorenstein &
E l l swo rt h , 1980). 

S eve ral studies have shown that wh e n
witnesses view a line-up after hav i n g
l o o ked at mu g s h o t s , t h ey are more like ly to
identify one of those depicted (rega rd l e s s
of whether that person is the perp e t rat o r )
than people not shown that mugshot (see
L i n d s ay, in pre s s , for a rev i ew ) .

R e p e ated recall attempts 
After high pro file cri m e s , people are
u s u a l ly ve ry helpful in trying to assist
police inve s t i gat o rs — sometimes too
helpful. Many people who witnessed the
bombing will have seen the rep o rts of Jo h n
Doe 2 and may have seen McVeigh in the
flesh. Th ey may think about their
m e m o ries and try to ‘ re - c o l l e c t ’ .

This process can increase the like l i h o o d
t h at they actually believe they saw wh at
t h ey only imagined (Garry et al. , 1 9 9 6 ) .
Their memories of McVeigh and of the
d rawing of John Doe 2 get incorp o rat e d
into an otherwise vague image, and the
m e m o ry may become more detailed as 
the person tries to think hard e r. 

S o u rce misat t ri bution erro rs can also
i n c rease with rep e ated recall at t e m p t s
( Z a ragoza & Mitch e l l , 1996). While the
t h ree body shop witnesses we re
i n t e rv i ewed pro m p t ly on the day of the
bombing (just two days after McVeigh 
was at the body shop), t h ey we re then
i n t e rv i ewed on multiple occasions over 
the fo l l owing ye a rs. It is like ly that these
witnesses ex ch a n ged info rm ation with each
other and would have heard info rm at i o n
f rom other witnesses through the media. 

S u ch witnesses are then faced with the
task of distinguishing their ow n
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F i g u r e 1: P h o t og r a ph of T i m o t h y McV e i g h
and the FBI s ketch of John Doe 1.

F i g u r e 2: P h o t og r a ph of T o dd Bunting and
the FBI s ketch of John Doe 2.



recollections from those gained thro u g h
other sources. For ex a m p l e, these part i c u l a r
witnesses must encounter nu m e ro u s
s t ra n ge rs during the course of their wo rk
t h at may re s e m ble each other in
ch a ra c t e ristic ways. Their memories 
of these encounters would have to be
s u ffi c i e n t ly detailed for them to be able 
to identify a specific encounter with a
p a rticular indiv i d u a l .

A ga i n , social mechanisms play a part .
An eyewitness recollection may also be
d riven by social desirability effects. Many
of the witnesses, because of this desire to
a s s i s t , will have dug deep into their
m e m o ry stores to ex c avate wh i ch ever 
bits of info rm ation they feel may help.
U n fo rt u n at e ly for the inve s t i gat o rs , t h e s e
m i nute mental fragments may be cre at e d
by the search pro c e s s .

Reliability of descriptions 
The descriptions of John Doe 2 and To dd
Bunting are not detailed enough to make an
i d e n t i fi c ation. Instead, the descriptions tend
to be non-distinctive. One witness, Je ff rey
D av i d, could not even describe the face bu t
o n ly the build of the person. The witnesses
a re not entire ly consistent in their
d e s c riptions either. This is fa i rly typical. 

In both lab o rat o ry and field studies,
p e rson descriptions tend to be poor and
t y p i c a l ly re fer only to cardinal fe at u re s
s u ch as hair, face stru c t u re, build and
cl o t h i n g. Th e re is a ge n e ral tendency to
u n d e re s t i m ate height and weight (Flin &
S h ep h e rd, 1986). 

A field study of actual eyew i t n e s s e s
conducted in Canada (Cutshall & Yu i l l e,
1989) noted that 50 per cent of the
e s t i m ates of height, weight and age we re
i n c o rrect. The re s e a rch e rs suggested that
this could be due to an error in perc ep t u a l
j u d gements or to a memory pro blem (see
S p o re r, 1 9 9 6 , for a detailed discussion of
fa c t o rs that can influence size estimates). 

R e s e a rch on individual diffe rences in
quality of person descriptions and
i d e n t i fi c ation ability is sparse (the fi rs t
author is curre n t ly inve s t i gating this topic
in her lab o rat o ry). 

G a ry Wells was asked to comment on
w i t n e s s e s ’ ability to describe faces duri n g
c ro s s - ex a m i n ation in the McVeigh tri a l :

Q : In fa c t , studies show, d o n ’t they,
t h at there are some people who are
n at u ra l ly better descri p t o rs , d e s c ri b e rs
than other people, i s n ’t that ri g h t ?
A (Gary We l l s ) : No. I don’t know of
a ny studies that show people to be
n at u ra l ly better descri b e rs. 
Q : We l l , you do know of studies that
s h ow there are people — there is
ve ry little corre l ation between the
a c c u ra cy of the re c ognition of a
p e rson they saw just because they
we re able to describe them better;
i s n ’t that ri g h t ?
A : I believe I published the defi n i t ive
s t u dy on that even to this dat e. Th e re
is something of a corre l at i o n
b e t ween — it’s not large — it’s not
t h at people who are good descri b e rs

a re good identifi e rs bu t , rat h e r, fa c e s
t h at are easy to describe tend to be
m o re easy to identify because they
h ave unique fe at u re s .

The truth about John Doe 2?
So wh at can eyewitness testimony re s e a rch
tell us about the my s t e rious John Doe 2? It
is clear that no memory is a perfe c t
rep re s e n t ation of the ori ginal event. Neisser
(1967) likened memory to a palaeontologi s t
t rying to re c o n s t ruct a dinosaur from bits
and pieces of fossils together with
k n ow l e d ge about wh at dinosaurs might 
be like. 

Was Ke s s i n ger in a similar situat i o n ,
putting two and two together? Did Beemer
and Elliott use the ex t ra info rm at i o n
supplied by Ke s s i n ger to help in their
re c o n s t ructions? Did John Doe 2 play a
p a rt in wh at has come to be known as the
most bl o o dy mass mu rder in A m e ri c a n
h i s t o ry? Given the imperfections of
m e m o ry, we may never know for certain. 

■ Dr Amina Memon is Lecturer in
P s y ch o l ogy at the Dep a rtment of
P s y ch o l ogy, U n ive rsity of Southampton,
H i g h fi e l d, Southampton S017 1BJ. 
Te l : 01703 595000; 
e - m a i l :a m e m o n @ s o t o n . a c. u k .
■ Dr Daniel B. W right is Lecturer in
P s y ch o l ogy at the Dep a rtment of
E x p e rimental Psych o l ogy, U n ive rsity of
B ri s t o l , 8 Woodland Road, B ristol BS8
1 T N. Te l : 0117 928 8547; 
e - m a i l : d. b. w ri g h t @ b ri s t o l . a c. u k .
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