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1 Hook
On a silent Christmas Eve in 1945, in the quiet town of Fayetteville, West Virginia,
the Sodder family gathered for what should have been a festive celebration. Yet,
little did they know, this would mark the beginning of a baffling mystery that has
persisted for decades. As the last embers of the Yuletide fire flickered, tragedy
struck, and five Sodder children seemingly vanished into thin air. But here's the
twist - the fire that raged through their home left no trace of their bodies. No
bones, no ashes, nothing. A chilling enigma that lingers to this day: What
happened to the Sodder children?

2 Chapter 1: Background
George and Jennie Sodder, a loving couple, and their ten children were the
exemplary close-knit American family. The Sodders had their fair share of
struggles, having immigrated from Italy to pursue the American Dream, but life
was good, they had so much to look forward to.

On the night of December 24, 1945, after a day of joyous Christmas festivities, the
Sodders' home was engulfed in flames. The parents valiantly tried to save their
children but could only rescue four. Their second son Joe who had left for Italy to
serve in the military wasn’t home.

The disappearances of Maurice, Martha, Louis, Jennie, and Betty Sodder would go
on to baffle investigators and haunt the surviving family for the rest of their lives.
The official explanation—that the children perished in the fire—didn't align with
the peculiar circumstances of the case, setting the stage for a mystery that
transcends time and reason.

3 Chapter 2: The Fire
It was a Christmas Eve filled with warmth and joy in the Sodder household. The
scent of freshly opened presents lingered as the children reveled in their new toys.
As the clock struck 10 p.m., the elder Sodder children, Maurice and Louis, were
entrusted with the responsibility of the farm chores, a routine task for the
tight-knit family. Little did they know that this night would unfold into a
heart-wrenching mystery.

The night wore on, and at 12:30 a.m., the Sodder household was disrupted by a
mysterious phone call. Jennie Sodder, answering the call, encountered a strange



woman making inquiries about someone unfamiliar. Laughter and clinking glasses
echoed in the background. Unsettled but unaware of the impending tragedy, she
returned to bed. Little did she know that this seemingly innocuous call would be
etched into the narrative of her family's life.

At 1 a.m., a disturbing thud against the roof startled Jennie. A peculiar rolling noise
followed, leaving her perplexed. Despite the oddities, she went back to sleep. Half
an hour later, the acrid smell of smoke roused her again. Upon investigating, she
discovered that George's office, housing the telephone line and fuse box, was
ablaze. The Sodder family was about to be thrust into a nightmarish ordeal.

Fueled by frantic urgency, the Sodder parents and four of their children managed
to escape the inferno. Desperation consumed them as they tried in vain to reach
the five children trapped upstairs. Efforts to call for help were thwarted by a
malfunctioning phone, compelling Marion to run to a neighbor's house for
assistance. Meanwhile, a passerby, witnessing the flames, made a futile attempt to
contact the fire department.

George, barefoot and determined, attempted to scale the house's exterior to
rescue his beloved children. He broke a window, injuring himself in the process,
but the ladder, usually stationed conveniently, was missing. Even the trucks,
reliable the previous day, refused to start. A frozen water barrel and uncooperative
vehicles compounded the family's anguish.

Helpless, the Sodders watched their home succumb to flames over the next 45
minutes. The realization dawned that the five children, trapped in the attic, likely
perished in the blaze. The war-induced shortage of firefighting manpower meant
that help arrived late, further intensifying the tragedy.

1 Suspicions
As the embers of the Sodder home smoldered, George and Jennie grappled with
inconsolable grief. Yet, amidst the devastation, strange inconsistencies emerged.
The fire department's cursory search yielded no bones, no remnants of the
children that should have remained in the ashes. Chief F.J. Morris, slow to respond
due to logistical challenges, speculated that the intense heat must have obliterated
the bodies.

However, the Sodder parents, gripped by an unshakable intuition, found it hard to
accept this explanation. Their suspicion grew as they recalled the odd events
preceding the fire – the mysterious phone call, the unexplained noises, and the
missing ladder. The Sodders couldn't shake the feeling that there was more to this
tragedy than met the eye. The stage was set for a relentless pursuit of the truth, as
the Sodder children's mysterious disappearance began to unravel into a
perplexing enigma.



4 Chapter 3: Investigation
In the aftermath of the devastating fire, George Sodder complied with Chief F.J.
Morris's request to leave the site undisturbed for a thorough state fire marshal
investigation. However, as days passed without resolution, the pain of the Sodder
family intensified. Unable to bear the haunting remnants of their family home any
longer, George took matters into his own hands, bulldozing five feet of dirt over
the site. His intention was to create a memorial garden, a symbolic resting place
for the five lost Sodder children.

The local coroner convened an inquest, swiftly concluding that the fire resulted
from "faulty wiring." A startling revelation emerged as one of the jurors happened
to be the very man who had threatened George due to his anti-Mussolini remarks,
promising the destruction of his house and children. The conflict of interest added
a layer of suspicion to the official account, leaving the Sodder family with more
questions than answers.

Death certificates were issued on December 30, contradicting themselves by
stating that all bodies had been found, only to later reveal in the same story that
part of one body was recovered. George and Jennie, overwhelmed by grief, could
not bring themselves to attend the funeral on January 2, 1946, leaving their
surviving children to mourn the siblings they had lost.

1 Skepticism
As the Sodder family attempted to rebuild their lives, they found themselves
increasingly skeptical of the official narrative surrounding the fire. Puzzling
inconsistencies raised doubt, starting with the bizarre fact that the Christmas lights
continued to illuminate the house even during the fire's early stages when the
power should have failed.

The discovery of the missing ladder, found at the bottom of an embankment 75
feet away, further fueled suspicion. A telephone repairman revealed that the
house's phone line had not burned but was intentionally cut by someone with the
intent and capability to climb the pole. A suspect, seen stealing from the Sodder
property around the time of the fire, was arrested but denied involvement in the
blaze. The motive behind cutting the utility lines remained an enigma.

Jennie Sodder, persistent in her pursuit of truth, questioned the assertion that the
intense heat had obliterated the children's bodies. She compared the household
appliances found intact in the ashes with a newspaper account of another house
fire, where skeletal remains were discovered. Burning small piles of animal bones,
she discovered they didn't completely vanish, contradicting Morris's belief.

The failure of the Sodders' trucks to start raised suspicions of tampering. George
believed they had been sabotaged, possibly by the same individual who had cut



the phone line. However, a son-in-law suggested an alternative theory, proposing
that the engines might have been flooded in the haste to start them.

As the family delved deeper into the peculiarities surrounding the fire, questions
lingered. Was there a connection between the wrong-number phone call and the
fire? The investigators eventually traced the woman behind the call, confirming it
was indeed a mistake, severing that potential lead. The Sodder family, unsatisfied
with the official explanation, embarked on an independent journey to uncover the
truth behind the mysterious disappearance of their five children.

5 Chapter 4: More Developments
In early 1946, indications surfaced that the fire might not have been a tragic
accident but a deliberate act. The driver of a passing bus claimed to have
witnessed individuals hurling "balls of fire" at the Sodder home. Months later,
Sylvia discovered a peculiar object – a small, dark-green, rubber ball resembling a
grenade – hidden in the brush. George Sodder, drawing a connection to the loud
thump on the roof before the fire, speculated it might be an incendiary device,
challenging the fire marshal's conclusion that the fire originated elsewhere.

Compounding the intrigue, witnesses emerged, asserting they had glimpsed the
missing Sodder children. A woman reported seeing some of them peering from a
passing car during the blaze. Another claimed to have served them breakfast at a
rest stop, noting a car with Florida plates in the parking lot. These sightings
contradicted the presumption that the children perished in the flames.

To untangle the web of mystery, the Sodders enlisted the services of private
investigator C.C. Tinsley from Gauley Bridge. Tinsley unearthed unsettling truths,
revealing that the insurance salesman who had threatened George over his
anti-Mussolini stance was part of the coroner's jury that labeled the fire an
accident. More shockingly, rumors circulated that Chief F.J. Morris, despite his
public assertion of finding no remains, had secretly buried a heart he discovered in
the ashes.

Confronted with these revelations, Morris led George and Tinsley to the burial site
of a metal box. Its contents, believed to be the missing link, were taken to a local
funeral director. However, the shocking reality emerged – the box contained fresh
beef liver untouched by fire. Rumors swirled that Morris planted it, hoping the
Sodders would find it and be convinced of their children's demise. The plot
thickened, leaving the Sodder family with more questions than ever, and the
mystery of the missing children deepened into a labyrinth of deception and
uncertainty.



6 Chapter 5: FBI’s Involvement
Undaunted, George sought the assistance of the Federal Bureau of Investigation
(FBI), believing that the mysterious disappearance of his children could be a case
of kidnapping. FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover, while expressing a desire to assist,
claimed the matter fell within the local jurisdiction, and without an official request
from local authorities, the FBI's involvement was limited.

In August 1949, George found a glimmer of hope when he persuaded Oscar
Hunter, a pathologist from Washington, D.C., to supervise a new search at the site
of the family home. This excavation yielded artifacts that once belonged to the
Sodder children, including a dictionary and coins. The discovery of several small
bone fragments, initially presumed to be human vertebrae, added a new layer of
complexity to the investigation.

Marshall T. Newman, a specialist at the Smithsonian Institution, analyzed the
bones and provided a detailed report. The vertebrae were determined to be from
the lumbar region of the spine, belonging to an individual aged between 16 and
22. While this age range made it improbable that the bones belonged to any of the
missing Sodder children, Newman's report raised perplexing questions. The bone
fragments showed no signs of exposure to fire, a contradiction to the expected
outcome of a wood fire. Moreover, it was deemed peculiar that only these
fragments were discovered, prompting speculation that they might have
originated from the dirt George used to create the memorial garden.

In a surprising turn, investigator C.C. Tinsley supposedly revealed that the bone
fragments originated from a cemetery in nearby Mount Hope. However, the
circumstances of their removal and their presence at the fire site remained
inexplicable. The Smithsonian returned the bone fragments to George in
September 1949, and their current whereabouts remain unknown.

The investigation garnered national attention, prompting two hearings by the West
Virginia Legislature in 1950. Despite the exposure and public interest, Governor
Okey L. Patteson and state police superintendent W.E. Burchett deemed the case
"hopeless" and closed it at the state level. The FBI, initially considering the case as
a possible interstate kidnapping, eventually dropped it after two years of pursuing
leads that led to dead ends. The Sodder family, gripped by the enduring mystery,
faced a heartbreaking realization that the fate of their missing children might
forever elude them.

7 Chapter 6: Family Investigations
Refusing to surrender to despair, the Sodder family persisted in their pursuit of
answers long after official investigations had come to a halt. Flyers with images of



the missing children flooded the community, accompanied by a $5,000 reward,
later doubled, for any information that could bring clarity to the case.

In 1952, billboards were erected at the house site and along U.S. Route 60 near
Ansted, evolving into landmarks that commuters would pass through Fayetteville.
These efforts kept the memory of the missing Sodder children alive and etched
into the landscape.

The family's tenacity led to another reported sighting, reigniting hope. Ida
Crutchfield, a Charleston hotel proprietor, claimed to have encountered the
children a week after the fire. However, skepticism surrounded her account as she
had seen photos of the children two years after the incident, casting doubt on the
credibility of her recollection.

George Sodder, stayed determined despite these false leads, he personally
pursued tips that took him across the country. From a supposed sighting of
Martha in a St. Louis convent to overhearing incriminating statements in a Texas
bar, none of these leads bore fruit. Doubts lingered even when a relative in Florida
had to prove her children's identity to satisfy George's suspicions.

1967, a letter from a woman in the Houston area claims that Louis had divulged
his true identity after consuming alcohol. Despite efforts to meet with her, the
encounter was never materialized, leaving doubts about the veracity of the denial
given by the two men the police located based on her information.

The most significant development in 1967 was another mysterious letter
addressed to Jennie from Central City, Kentucky. Inside was a photograph of a
young man resembling Louis, aged around 30. On the back, enigmatic messages
were written, including "I love brother Frankie." Despite hiring a private detective
to investigate, the family received no updates, leaving them to rely on this
photograph as a source of hope. The image was added to the billboard,
strategically omitting Central City to protect Louis from potential harm.

George, expressing frustration in interviews, pledged to persist in the search. His
vow to uncover the truth persisted even as time slipped away. In 1969, George
passed away, leaving Jennie and the surviving children to carry the torch.

Jennie, adorned in perpetual mourning, maintained the family home until her
death in 1989. The billboard, standing weathered and worn, finally came down
after her passing.

The surviving Sodder children, along with their own offspring, continued the
relentless pursuit of answers.



8 Chapter 7: Theories
As the mystery of the Sodder children's disappearance persists, numerous
theories have emerged, each casting its own shadow of uncertainty over the fate
of the five siblings. Let's delve into some of the most prevalent theories that
continue to captivate the imagination.

1 1
The most plausible theory, albeit challenging to confirm, suggests that the children
perished in the intense Christmas Eve fire of 1945. The ferocity of the flames raises
the grim possibility that their bodies were completely consumed. However,
inconsistencies raise doubts. The fire seemingly spared the second-floor
bedrooms, leaving the children's beds undisturbed and their belongings intact.
This paradox fuels speculation about the true extent of the fire's reach.

2 2
A compelling theory contends that the children were abducted, supported by
witness accounts of a speeding car near the Sodder house on the fateful night. The
intrigue deepens with that letter in 1967, enclosing a photo resembling Louis
Sodder. While suggestive, the absence of concrete evidence leaves the theory
shrouded in uncertainty.

3 3
An alternate, albeit less likely, theory suggests that the teenagers among the
Sodder children decided to run away from home. While plausible given their age,
the absence of any evidence indicating premeditation or planning poses
challenges to this theory. Belongings left behind and the lack of a clear motive
contribute to the skepticism surrounding the possibility of a voluntary departure.

The Sodder family's relentless pursuit of answers has propelled these theories into
a realm of perpetual speculation. The intricacies of the case continue to confound,
leaving us with a haunting question: What truly transpired on that fateful
Christmas Eve, and where did the Sodder children vanish to? The enigma endures,
etching the disappearance of five innocent souls into the halls of unsolved
mysteries.

9 Chapter 8: Closing
Sylvia Sodder Paxton, the youngest survivor, carried the weight of that tragic night
as her earliest memory. Her dedication to the cause endured until her passing in
2021. Sylvia's commitment to her promise, ensuring the story would not fade
away, resonated through the years.



The Sodder family's quest for answers remained steadfast, weaving a tale of
resilience, grief, and an unwavering belief that the missing children may still be out
there, waiting to be found.
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