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Editor’s Note

This textbook is part of a series titled Practical Aspects of Criminal and Forensic
Investigation. This series was created by Vernon J. Geberth, New York City
Police Department lieutenant commander (retired), who is an author, edu-
cator, and consultant on homicide and forensic investigations.

This series has been designed to provide contemporary, comprehensive,
and pragmatic information to the practitioner involved in criminal and
forensic investigations by authors who are nationally recognized experts in
their respective fields.
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Preface

Millions of cars and trucks are currently in use in the United States. Since
the early twentieth century, the automobile has been a part of our freedom of
movement, of choice and convenience. Today, young boys and girls frequently
learn to drive at the age of 16, while our senior citizens often drive into their
80s and 90s. Unfortunately, our highly mobile society also provides criminals
the means to travel discreetly to and from the scenes of the crimes. In fact,
with the exception of domestic crimes, neighborhood burglaries and crimes
committed by juveniles of pre-driving age, it is difficult to find many other
examples of major crimes that do not involve the use of a vehicle. Criminals
drive to commit burglaries, to stalk or abduct their victims, to rob banks and
stores, and to distant locations where they might dispose of victims. Their
vehicles not only provide a quick entrance into and exit from the crime area
but provide a certain degree of secrecy and security.

In the Oklahoma City bombing incident, surveillance cameras recorded
Timothy McVeigh as he drove the Ryder rental truck on the way to the Alfred
P. Murrah Federal Building. That morning he innocently appeared like any
other driver, arousing no suspicion as he parked the Ryder truck in front of
that building and activated the truck bomb that minutes later killed 168 men,
women, and children and injured countless others. Just prior to the explo-
sion, McVeigh safely exited the area in his old Mercury Marquis that had
been previously parked nearby.

In the famed sniper homicides in the Washington, DC area in 2002, John
Muhammed and Lee Malvo used their car to convey them to and from the
various areas where they committed these crimes. In some instances they
actually used the converted trunk of their car from which to shoot their vic-
tims. In child abduction cases, Amber Alerts have become a commonly used
and sometimes successful method of utilizing the mobile public to look out
for any perpetrators escaping the area in their vehicles. Some of these cases
have resulted in the return of the victim, but in other cases the vehicle pro-
vided the perpetrator the means to abduct and harm the victim.

Long before modern forensics and the use of tire impression evidence in
court, the wheels of horse drawn wagons left their tracks over unpaved road-
ways that retained their distinctive features and visual proof of their passage.
Interpretation of those tracks was made by those who out of necessity and
experience acquired the observation skills, knowledge, and experience to do
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XX Preface

so. The invention of the horseless buggy that led to today’s modern automo-
bile and the invention and evolution of the pneumatic tire have only provided
increased numbers of vehicles and a different set of features to examine.

Today’s modern tires are highly engineered and complex items built
from rubber, fabric, and steel components and then molded to take on their
final tread design, sidewall design, and final shape. A tire’s complexity and
variations along its full circumference require a general understanding of
its construction and features in order to assure that tire evidence is properly
recovered, documented, and evaluated.

Police laboratories around the world have long provided forensic exami-
nation of tire evidence. Their long-standing success in linking vehicles to
crime scenes through the impressions and tracks vehicles have left behind
have served as successful and reliable forensic tools in countless cases. Today,
crime scene technicians routinely search for, document, and recover tire
tracks and impressions when collecting evidence from a crime scene. Once
that evidence is collected, forensic examiners with specialized knowledge,
training, and expertise in this discipline compare this evidence with the tires
and track dimensions of suspect vehicles.

I first examined tire evidence as a trainee in the FBI laboratory in 1973
and have since conducted thousands of tire evidence examinations. I've been
fortunate to have accumulated a great deal of information and experience that
has resulted from working with several very knowledgeable FBI Laboratory
examiners, visiting numerous tire manufacturing facilities, interacting with
examiners from other laboratories, from educational seminars, and years of
casework experience. I am hopeful that sharing the information I have pro-
vided in this book will not only encourage the increased use of tire evidence,
but will be informative, useful, and provide assistance to those tasked with its
collection, recovery, and examination.
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