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UNSOLVED CASE

MURDER IN 
WONDERLAND

THE FALLEN KING OF PORN, THE NIGHTCLUB DON OF HOLLYWOOD, AND A MASSACRE IN 
LAUREL CANYON: REAL CRIME VISITS ONE OF LA’S BLOODIEST MURDER HOUSES

WORDS SABINA STENT 
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There is a house in the Hollywood Hills that holds a dark 
secret: it was once the scene of a brutal mass murder. 
Hollywood has always had a dark heart. For all of its 

glamour and glitz there are the crimes, dealings and murders 
that spill blood over the diamond-glittering exterior: from 
the golden age’s crimes – Thomas H. Ince dying on board 
William Randolph Hearst’s yacht and the shooting of William 
Desmond Taylor – and then, in 1969, the Manson murders, 
which claimed the lives of six people, including Sharon 
Tate’s unborn child. Los Angeles had thought it had seen it 
all, that there was no more blood to spare and that its most 
horrific murders would be determined by a cult leader and 
his deranged followers. Only it wasn’t: the event that would 
result in what the LAPD would refer to as the most horrific 

crime scene they had ever encountered would occur some 12 
years later. 

In the early hours of 1 July 1981, four people were 
murdered at 8763 Wonderland Avenue, Los Angeles. A fifth 
person survived. It has since become known as one of the 
most gruesome unsolved murders in Hollywood history. 
Despite arrests and much-publicised court appearances, 
lawyers were deft: to this day, no individual has been 
imprisoned for the brutal crime.

Immortalised as the ‘Wonderland murders’, or sometimes 
‘Laurel Canyon murders’, the heinous crime continues to 
fascinate for a variety of reasons: the individuals involved, the 
motives, as well as the worlds the perpetrators and victims 
inhabited. For a time all fingers pointed to the porn actor 
John Holmes, whose hand print was found at the murder 

scene. But was Holmes really capable of orchestrating a mass 
slaying like this? 

Holmes is only a small part of the story. This was a case 
with a history, with leads, with famous faces and duplicities, 
drugs and money. Police had their suspicions and motives 
were evident, but within the world of those involved, there 
was no such thing as an innocent party.

The Wonderland Gang
During the late 1970s and early 1980s the house on 
Wonderland Avenue was home to a group known as the 
‘Wonderland Gang’. Situated in the Hollywood Hills, or the 
canyon area of the Santa Monica mountains, its location was 

not exactly what you would consider the bad part of town. 
Jerry Brown, the then-governor of California, lived a few 
streets away. Yet it was a notoriously noisy narcotics haven 
with all-hours comings and goings-on. The house was a place 
of residence, of business, and a front for dealers and buyers. 

There were five key members of the gang: ‘leader’ Ronald 
Lee ‘Ron’ Launius, William Raymond ‘Billy’ Deverell and his 
girlfriend Joy Audrey Gold Miller, David Clay Lind and Tracy 
Raymond McCourt. Only Billy and Joy lived at the house – 
Joy held the lease. Together with their associates Susan A. 
Murphy Launius (Ron’s wife) and Barbara Lee ‘Butterfly’ 
Easton Richardson (Lind’s girlfriend), they dealt cocaine and 
made the occasional heroin deal.

To supplement some of the gang’s burgeoning addictions, 
they branched out into armed robberies, usually targeting 

 POLICE HAD THEIR SUSPICIONS AND MOTIVES WERE 
EVIDENT, BUT WITHIN THE WORLD OF THOSE INVOLVED, THERE 

WAS NO SUCH THING AS AN INNOCENT PARTY 
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BELOW-LEFT Eddie Nash was 
arrested in 1982 after a 7am 
raid on his home. Almost 
one kilogram of cocaine was 
found in the property

BELOW-RIGHT John Holmes 
appears in court, 22 
December 1981, for his part 
in the Wonderland murders. 
In 1982 he was acquitted 
of all murder charges but 
was punished for contempt 
of court
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fellow dealers or raiding houses. But it was never enough – 
they needed to aim higher. Why steal from those on a similar 
financial footing when they could take from the richest 
nightclub owner in Los Angeles?

The Robbery
Eddie Nash was a self-styled king of Hollywood. Born in 
Palestine to a family of hoteliers, he emigrated to Los Angeles 
in the 1950s. By the 1960s he had opened up a hotdog stand 
on Hollywood Boulevard, and by the 1970s he owned several 
restaurants and nightclubs. He allegedly held 36 liquor 
licenses in Hollywood — it was virtually impossible to have 
a night out on the town without supplementing Nash’s 
bank account. Being such a prominently wealthy figure 
would always attract attention, especially the unsavoury and 
unwarranted variety. 

A chain reaction of violence began on the night of 29 
June 1981, when members of the Wonderland Gang robbed 
Nash’s Studio City home to the value of $1 million. Both 
Nash and his bodyguard, Gregory DeWitt Diles, were present 
during the robbery. DeWitt Diles was shot and injured, while 
narcotics, money, weapons and jewellery were taken from the 
property. Instant assumptions were made that the gang had 
had some assistance. Someone who knew Nash more than 
likely had a hand in organising the deed. John Holmes came 
to mind, and he fell under a cloud of suspicion a few days 
later when DeWitt Diles spotted Holmes walking around 
Hollywood wearing some of Nash’s stolen jewellery. 

But it was something more specific than the stolen 
jewellery that implicated Holmes in the robbery: on the 
morning of the crime, Holmes had visited Nash’s home a 
rumoured three times, allegedly leaving a sliding door open 
on the last occasion. What had led the erstwhile ‘king of 
porn’ to resort to petty robbery?

The Porn Star
The legacy and reputation of John Holmes is notorious: 
the well-endowed adult movie star had made his name in 
an industry that he later came to despise. He believed that 
his body was his meal ticket, moving to Los Angeles with 
his then-wife Sharon in the mid 1970s to seek his fame and 
fortune. For a time his assets served him well – he was the 
A-list celebrity of the porn industry. Yet as his star power 
rose, so did his problems, his needs and his thirst. Once a 

teetotaller, he started dabbling in illegal substances, which 
proved to be the nail in his professional coffin. He couldn’t 
‘perform’ under the influence, and his waning career led to 
his increasing use of drugs. 

By Christmas 1979 he was regularly snorting lines of 
cocaine, and by 1980 had resorted to stealing in order to 
support his drug habit. He was isolating everyone around 
him, turning increasingly violent, especially to his young 
girlfriend Dawn, who he essentially groomed and then 
pimped out for drug money. Soon the only people who would 
tolerate his actions were the dealers, for whom he acted as 
delivery boy, receiving payment in the form of $1,000 cocaine 
marbles instead of cash. 

He was down-and-out. It required drastic action. In great 
debt to both Nash – who had bailed him out on numerous 
occasions – and the gang who he owed money to, Holmes 
‘presented’ Dawn to Nash as a gift on Christmas Day 1980, 
under the impression that it would help alleviate his debt. It 
only made things worse, and after Dawn returned home with 
less cocaine than he had expected, Holmes beat her savagely. 
She was 19 years old. Four days later, on her 20th birthday, 
Holmes sent her back to Nash. When Dawn finally managed 
to run from Holmes, he repeatedly attempted to lure her back 
with false promises. He insisted on a plan: a final deal that 
would make them rich and turn their world around for the 
better and be a fresh start. He planned to rob Nash’s property. 

Holmes was not present during the robbery – it is alleged 
that the Wonderland Gang stormed Nash’s house after he 
had left and before he had arrived back at the house in Laurel 
Canyon. Whether he was present at the time or not, he was 
firmly implicated in the crime. His participation had not gone 
unnoticed by Nash. 

On seeing Holmes after the robbery, DeWitt Diles dragged 
him to Nash’s home and beat a confession out of him. Nash 
and Holmes had, until now, been civil to one another. Despite 
once referring to Holmes as his “brother”, Holmes knew 
Nash had a dark side – he also once referred to him as “the 
most evil man I have ever known.”

Murder in Wonderland
It’s assumed that Nash ordered the Wonderland murders as 
payback for the robbery, with some assistance from Holmes 

(who was now even further in Nash’s debt). Ron Launius, 
Billy Deverell and two other accomplices, David Lind and 
Tracy McCourt, had committed the armed robbery at 
Nash’s home. Now it was their turn. On 1 July 1981 several 
men entered the Wonderland property armed with heavy 
instruments, which would cause extreme trauma to their 
unsuspecting victims. 

Despite neighbours hearing commotion in the early hours 
of the morning, the police were not called to the property 
until 12 hours later: removal men at a nearby property had 
heard moaning coming from the house and alerted the 
authorities, who found Susan Launius brutally beaten on the 
floor. The house was incredibly loud at the best of times, and 
the incessant noise did not rouse any greater suspicion from 
the neighbours. Screams fell on death ears, buffered to a large 
extent by the blaring television sets that were still on when 
the police arrived. The house was ransacked, there was blood 
everywhere, and the bodies of Barbara Richardson, Ron 
Launius, Joy Miller and Billy Deverell were scattered around 
the property. Susan Launius, the fifth person present in the 
house at the time of the slayings, was found on the floor, still 
alive, with blunt trauma to the head. 

The gang had originally planned to move on after robbing 
Nash’s home, but only Tracy McCourt followed through 
with the plan. Despite receiving a less-than-expected cut of 
the takings, he left town shortly afterwards. He would later 
testify that the entire group had planned to leave town and, 
given that Nash lived less than three kilometres away and 
had an unsavoury reputation, could not understand why the 
others had remained.

Another Wonderland Gang member, David Clay Lind, 
also anticipated Nash’s brutality: he had spent the night of 
the murders away from the house with a male prostitute. 
McCourt spent the night in his own home. Lind died of a 
heroin overdose in 1995, and McCourt died in 2006.
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In the aftermath of the robbery on Nash, 
Holmes was dragged to Nash’s home by 
his bodyguard and had the identities of the 
robbers beaten out of him 
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8763 WONDERLAND 
AVENUE A CLOSER LOOK AT ONE OF THE MOST 

GRUESOME CRIME SCENES IN LA HISTORY

A neighbour later reported hearing screams coming 
from the house. However, 8763 Wonderland Avenue 
had a reputation for loud parties and questionable 
activities, and the neighbour initially decided the 
screams were part of another party at the gang’s house.

WITNESS NEIGHBOUR

Three men were led to the house 

on Wonderland Avenue, armed with 

hammers and metal pipes. Did they 

always intend to kill the people they 

found inside?

second FLOOR

first FLOOR

hand prints the stairs the survivor

A hammer was found on the 
floor near Joy Miller’s body, 
proving that hammers, and 
possibly steel pipes too, were 
the weapons of choice.

CLUE HAMMER

Bloodstains were behind the television where 
Billy Deverell’s body lay. He was likely standing 
in front of, or at an angle to, the television, and 
struck with such force that the splashes left 
their mark.

CLUE BLOODSTAINED WALL

Tube socks were found scattered 
all over the house and hanging 
out of drawers. It is likely that the 
perpetrators were searching for 
Nash’s stolen items in the victims’ 
underwear drawers.

CLUE TUBE SOCKS

The large bloodstain on the sofa pillow implies that 
Barbara Richardson was killed on the sofa where 
she had been sleeping, her body slumping to the 
floor afterwards. 

CLUE BLOODSTAINED PILLOW

The open fridge could mean one of two things: the 
suspects were searching it as a hiding place for stolen 
items, or victims were looking inside and ran as soon 
as the house was stormed. 

CLUE THE OPEN REFRIGERATOR

The tap was running and the light was still on. It is likely 
that Susan Launius may have been using the bathroom 
and ran when the attackers stormed in. 

CLUE THE DOWNSTAIRS BATHROOM 

A bloody handprint was left on the pillar of the 
living room, implying that Barbara Richardson had 
been the first casualty as the killers made their way 
through the house. 

CLUE BLOODSTAINED PILLAR

One of the most famous pieces of Wonderland 
evidence: John Holmes’s bloody handprint was found 
on the headboard of Ron Launius’s bed. This was the 
handprint that implicated Holmes in the murder case by 
proving he was in the house as the murder took place.

CLUE JOHN HOLMES HANDPRINT 
Survivor Susan Launius was found on the 
floor – it is likely she had been dragged or 
tried to run and fought back. Her skull was 
caved in, resulting in a coagulation of blood 
that prevented her from bleeding out.

VICTIM SUSAN LAUNIUSThe leader of the Wonderland Gang was 
found in bed, most likely asleep at the time 
he had been bludgeoned to death with a 
blunt weapon.

VICTIM RON LAUNIUS

Richardson’s battered body was discovered in the 
living room, close to where she had been sleeping. 

VICTIM BARBARA RICHARDSON

Having also been brutally bludgeoned to 
death, Deverell was found leaning against 
a TV stand.

VICTIM BILLY DEVERELL

Joy Miller was found dead by her 
bed, with Deverell dead in the 
same room. She too had been 
bludgeoned to death. 

VICTIM JOY MILLER

key clues



POLICE HAD A CLEAR IDEA OF WHO WAS TO BLAME, YET THEY LACKED THE NECESSARY EVIDENCE TO PROSECUTE 
NASH FOR MURDER. IT TOOK ALMOST NINE YEARS TO BRING HIM TO TRIAL

THE INVESTIGATION

The hand print he left at the crime scene was 
enough evidence to prosecute Holmes, who 
was arrested in December 1981 and charge 
with the four murders in March 1982. Although 
the prosecutor argued that he was a willing 
participant, his lawyers successfully argued 
his case as a disoriented victim coerced into 
leading the killers into the Wonderland house. 
After a trial, he was acquitted of all murder 
counts, but due to supplying the court with 
false information he spent 110 days in jail for 
contempt of court. Holmes died from AIDS-
related complications on 13 March 1988. 

Two days after the murder, police searched 
Nash’s home. They found $1 million of cocaine 
and stolen items from the Wonderland house. 
He served two years of an eight-year prison 
sentence, allegedly bribing the judges $100,000 
for an early release. In the following years 
Nash was continually arrested on various drug 
charges – authorities sometimes referred to him 
as “the one that got away”.

On 21 March 1990, jurors and lawyers 
assembled to try Nash and Gregory DeWitt 
Diles, who were put on trial simultaneously but 
with differrent juries assessing each man’s case. 
Nash’s defence lawyer argued the prosecution’s 

strongest witnesses and statements had come 
from drug users with criminal records – hardly 
reliable sources. He said that “it is difficult… to 
capture the dark hues of that kind of world… 
populated by desperate people. A world devoid 
of the type of value system that you know and 
that you operate on.”

Nash and Diles were eventually implicated 
by new evidence from Scott Thorson, the lover 
of the late Liberace and author of Behind The 
Candelabra: My Life With Liberace. Aged 32 
and serving time for accepting stolen goods, 
Thorson testified at the pre-trial hearing that he 
habitually purchased cocaine at Nash’s house. 
He continued that he heard Nash vow to “have 
those people on their knees” for robbing his 
home, and that he threatened Holmes, slammed 
him against the wall, interrogated him for the 
identities of those who had robbed him, and 
then sent Holmes, along with Diles, to reclaim 
his stolen items. Thorson stated that “he [Nash] 
felt he was responsible for sending Mr. Holmes 
and Mr. Diles there and it had all turned into a 
bloody mess. He felt the whole thing had gotten 
out of hand.” This was soon refuted by DeWitt 
Diles’s representative,, who described Thorson 
as “an opportunistic liar”. 

There were also testimonies from those who 
had assisted and carried out the robbery on 
Nash’s home. A day after the murders had taken 
place, David Clay Lind and a friend walked into 
a police station claiming to know the killers’ 
identities. Now, almost a decade later, on the 
witness stand in the courtroom, Lind conceded 
that his character may not be deemed the most 
trustworthy and that drug use had indeed 
addled his memory. In spite of this, he told the 
jury, “We [the court] have established I’m not 
a very nice guy and I lie sometimes. No matter 
what I’ve done, I never killed anyone, they did,” 
and he gestured to Nash and his bodyguard.

He vented his apprehension about robbing 
someone as high profile and powerful, and 
stated, “The certain type of dope dealer you 
didn’t rob was Mr. Nasrallah [Nash]. It was 
obvious from the time we got in the house that 
we were over our heads.” He also implied that 
Holmes was swindled by the actual robbers, 
who had absconded with more than their share. 

After a mistrial was declared in 1990, when 
jurors had voted 11 to one for convicting Eddie 
Nash and ten to two for acquitting Gregory 
DeWitt Diles, the second trial finally acquitted 
both men. 
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THE AFTERMATH
In 1991 Sharon Holmes was interviewed about 
her ex-husband and his possible involvement 
in the murders. Although she would reveal that 
Holmes had been at the Wonderland house 
shortly before the murders had taken place, 
and that he had witnessed the massacre as it 
was occurring (he later arrived at her home 
drenched in blood), she has never divulged 
more than what Holmes had told her – that he 
knew who ordered and carried out the slayings. 

In 2000, a full ten years after the original 
court case and following a four-year 
investigation, Eddie Nash was arrested. By 
now in his 70s and in poor health (he suffered 
from emphysema and other ailments) the 
once-untouchable nightclub king was charged 
under the Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt 
Organisations (RICO) Act for numerous 
offences: running a drug trafficking and money 
laundering operation, plotting the Wonderland 

murders, and bribing the one holdout juror of 
the first trial. 

Nash took a plea bargain, admitting his guilt 
to the RICO charges, money laundering and 
bribing a young female juror to the tune of 
$50,000. While declaring he had not planned 
the murders, Nash concurred that his order to 
retrieve stolen property from the Wonderland 
house may have resulted in a violent and 
homicidal end. Eddie Nash was issued with a 
$250,000 fine and given a four-and-a-half-year 
prison sentence. Eddie Nash died in 2014 at the 
age of 84. 

The fact that nobody was ever charged with 
the crime has made it a part of both crime 
history and a Los Angeles urban legend: the 
massacre, with its many clues, all the suspects, 
but no resolution has become almost mythic 
in its rendering, told over and over again, 
from various viewpoints and inspiring major 

Hollywood movies. Boogie Nights (1997) is an 
extremely light interpretation of John Holmes’s 
life story, focusing on a young porn actor in Los 
Angeles and omitting the grisly murders that 
occurred later on in his life. But there are others 
that focused on the darker side of Holmes’s 
life, which proved that this story continues 
to fascinate. In 2000, the E! Entertainment 
Channel ranked the Wonderland murders  
number seven on their 20 Most Horrifying 
Hollywood Murders documentary.

In 2003 the film Wonderland premiered at 
the Toronto International Film Festival. Starring 
Val Kilmer as John Holmes, it takes us through 
the Nash robbery and the murders themselves: 
we see him leaving the door of Nash’s property 
open for the robbery, and his bystander status 
in the massacre itself. This is, apart from the 
documentaries of the crime, the most graphic 
cinematic retelling of Holmes’s involvement 
with the gang and the murders, his part in the 
crime, and his reluctance to come to terms with 
what he has witnessed.

Now the house in the Laurel Canyon could 
be any other residency, but the past remains 
imbedded in the bloodstained bricks. 

NASH WOULD SEE THE INSIDE OF A PRISON CELL, BUT NO ONE WOULD BE CONVICTED FOR THE MURDERS

Prior to the original robbery, John Holmes was alleged to have 
drawn a floorplan to Nash’s home. Although he would not be 
participating in the robbery, he was still an associate who owed the 
Wonderland Gang money. His role, as their intermediary, would be 
to ‘distract’ Nash while the robbery was taking place. Given $400 
and told to show Nash a good time, Holmes used the cash as 
personal drug money. Panicked and knowing that he had a task 
to fulfil, he repeatedly visited Nash’s home, his agitation increasing 
each time. Holmes claimed his behaviour went unnoticed by 
Nash, who was becoming increasingly paranoid following a major 
drinking spree and was not absorbing any of their conversation. 
Many hours and three visits later, he emerged from Nash’s home 
having unlocked a sliding door. It was an action that would have 
major consequences. 

HOLMES’S MAP

 THE FACT THAT NOBODY WAS EVER CHARGED 
WITH THE CRIME HAS MADE IT A PART OF BOTH 
CRIME HISTORY AND AN LA URBAN LEGEND 
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OPPOSITE-LEFT Eddie Nash and Gregory 
DeWitt Diles in court, having been 
charged with the four murders in the 
Wonderland house in 1981. After two 
trials they were both acquitted

OPPOSITE-RIGHT Holmes leaving court 
and heading back to the LA county jail. 
He had been released the previous day, 
after revealing information about the 
Wonderland murders

Sharon Holmes later divulged that John Holmes 

had turned up to her house covered in blood 

after the murders, and had sobbingly confessed 

that he’d led three men to the Wonderland house 

and knew who the killers were


