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‘Black Widow’ leaves mark on Sonoma County
Numerous
residents taken
in by mysterious
woman with
cloudy past
who posed as
missionary

By JEREMY HAY
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

S

he flew AirTran from
Atlanta to San Francisco and no matter
how you slice it, the
lady had baggage.
She had a small green suitcase and a cast on her right
foot. She also had a clouded
past that included husbands
who died under suspicious cir-

Zach Rutledge

Charges
dismissed
in 1998
slayings

cumstances, men who said
they swooned for her and were
swindled, and regular visits
from the FBI.
Camille Bridewell’s seatmate on the plane, a woman
from Healdsburg named
Michelle, knew none of that.
Michelle was beguiled by
Bridewell’s Southern-tinged
charm, impressed by her tales
of missionary derring-do.

Bridewell said she was a traveling minister, that God had
told her to buy some land and
teach sustainable farming to
the Third World’s poor. She
had pictures of African and
Asian orphans she said she
helped.
Michelle offered to put
Bridewell up, and upon arriving in Sonoma County booked
her a room at the Dry Creek
Inn, about a mile west of

Healdsburg Plaza.
That was Dec. 13.
Over the next six months before she vanished, Bridewell
would add Sonoma County to a
national register of places she
has marked with mystery,
where allegations of deceit and
seduction have followed her,
where faith has held hands
with delusion, good-heartedTURN TO BLACK WIDOW, PAGE A8

“She’s a

menace to
society.”

Water agency warns
of possible restrictions
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Alice Tewksbury turns on the lawn sprinklers at her Pamela Drive home in Santa Rosa on Monday afternoon.

Countywide system nearing capacity; conservation urged
By SPENCER SOPER
THE PRESS DEMOCRAT

The network of pumps and
pipes that delivers water to most
Sonoma County homes and businesses is nearing full capacity,
and residents could be forced to
limit water use this summer, the
county’s leading water provider
warned Monday.
The Sonoma County Water
Agency, which provides water to
570,000 residents in Sonoma and
northern Marin counties, said demand hit record highs in April

Justices duck constitutional issue,
saying Sacramento
father had no standing to sue
By DAVID G. SAVAGE
LOS ANGELES TIMES

WASHINGTON — The Supreme
Court, ruling on Flag Day, preserved
the Pledge of Allegiance to “one nation under God” as a daily patriotic
exercise in America’s schools and
threw out a lawsuit Monday that had
challenged it as a form of state-mandated religious indoctrination.
But the court stopped short of up-

measures and increase use of
their own ground water supplies
to reduce demand on the agency’s
water supply.
If voluntary measures fail, cities and water districts can force
residents and businesses to reduce water consumption by imposing restrictions on watering
lawns and gardens, filling pools
and washing cars.
The agency can deliver an estimated 84 million gallons of water
each day. It delivered 75 million
gallons per day in May, 10 perTURN TO WATER, PAGE A11

and May. The increase in water
consumption triggered warnings
that demand could exceed the capacity of the agency’s transmission system this summer, when
water use traditionally peaks.
“It’s what I refer to as a plumbing problem,” said Pam Jeane,
the agency’s deputy chief engineer. “We’re not in a drought, but
we have transmission system
problems.”
The agency on Monday sent a
letter to cities and water districts
that use its water to immediately
implement water-conservation

Supreme Court keeps ‘under God’ in
Pledge of Allegiance on technicality
WILDERNESS
High court limits
use of lawsuits
to protect
environment / A11
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Unemployment rate lowest
in 2 years; experts say this
rebound looks sustainable
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Judge says prosecutors
withheld evidence in
Guerneville double killings
With a stinging rebuke to
Sonoma County prosecutors, a
judge Monday dismissed murder charges against Zach Rutledge, the 28-year-old Monte Rio
man accused in the ambushstyle killings of a Guerneville
bar owner and another man in
1998.
Superior Court Judge Raima
Ballinger said the District Attorney’s Office withheld evidence and submitted false evidence at a preliminary hearing
in 2002.
She ordered Rutledge released from jail, but he’ll stay
behind bars because prosecutors said they plan to re-file the
charges against him.
“We strongly disagree with
the judge’s ruling,” said District Attorney Stephan Passalacqua. “We believe there is sufficient admissible evidence to
result in a conviction.”
Assistant District Attorney
Greg Jacobs said prosecutors
didn’t knowingly withhold evidence or present false evidence
at the hearing. But he said a
prosecution witness testified inaccurately about a key piece of
evidence in the case.
Rutledge’s attorney, J. David
Nick, said his client is innocent
and prosecutors have no evidence against him. “My client
TURN TO SLAYINGS, PAGE A11

CHARLOTTE, 71,
whose husband was
an apparent target of
“sweetheart swindle”

Camille
Bridewell
Dropped from
sight in May

holding the pledge as constitutional.
In a 5-3 decision, the justices said
that because the California father
who brought the lawsuit did not have
custody of his daughter — and did not
share her view of the pledge — he was
not entitled to speak for her in the
courts.
The court’s announcement came on
the 50th anniversary of the adoption
of the revised pledge. The original version, written in 1892, spoke of “one nation, indivisible,” a reference to the
Civil War and the divide between
North and South.
At the height of the Cold War in
TURN TO PLEDGE, PAGE A11
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After two long years of decline, Sonoma County’s flagging job market may have finally turned the corner in May
with key sectors such as manufacturing and services slowly
adding jobs.
The county unemployment
rate fell to 4.2 percent, the lowest rate in two years.
Economists cautioned that
the addition of 1,500 jobs between April and May — including 400 concentrated in the
struggling manufacturing sector — remains tentative. Sonoma County had a similar period
of job gains during the first six
months of 2003 that fizzled.
The current trend, however,
seems to have staying power
and the persistent job losses appear to have stopped, experts
said.
“You don’t want to invest
your whole portfolio based on
these numbers, but this improvement is backed up by conditions nationwide, which
makes me think this recovery
may be a little more sustainable,” said Steve Cochrane of
Economy.com, a Westchester,
Pa., company that tracks the
Sonoma County economy.
Monday’s state unemployTURN TO JOBS, PAGE A11

As Iraq violence escalates,
power vacuum grows
U.S. forces defer to Iraqis
in preparation of hand-over
By JEFFREY GETTLEMAN
NEW YORK TIMES

BAGHDAD, Iraq — A suicide
bomber rammed a truck packed
with explosives into a convoy of
foreign contractors on Monday,
killing at least 13 people in a
busy Baghdad neighborhood
during the morning rush hour.
Around the same time, two
more bombs exploded, one
south of the capital, one north,
killing eight more, making it

one of the deadliest days in Iraq
in the past month.
One American, two Britons, a
French citizen and a Filipino
were killed in the Baghdad
bombing, military officials
said. Three were General Electric employees working on power plants in Iraq, and two were
their security guards.
Iraqi officials said that dozens of Iraqis were wounded in
the attack, in addition to the
eight Iraqi civilians who were
killed.
U.S. officials said the bombings were part of a well-orgaTURN TO IRAQ, PAGE A9
C
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BLACK WIDOW: Notebook detailed desire ‘to make millions and millions and millions’
CONTINUED FROM PAGE A1
ness with greed, gullibility
with belief.
“It feels like we’re in a
B-movie,” said Joanna Quintrell, executive pastor of the
Redwood Covenant Church, an
evangelical congregation on Sebastopol Road where Bridewell
told parishioners she was a
missionary.
Bridewell has been in the
North Bay before. She was
named in four fraud lawsuits
in in the late 1980s, Marin
County Superior Court officials said. Her name also pops
up in FBI records, though
there is no record of her ever
being arrested.
Like Michelle, many of those
who came into contact with
her spoke only on condition
their last names not be used,
partly out of embarrassment,
partly, they said, because they
remain unnerved by a woman
who seems so coolly capable,
whose past is stained with unsolved violence and whose
whereabouts remain unknown.

Went quickly to work
Within a month of arriving
in Sonoma County, she had
driven a wedge between a devout elderly Santa Rosa man
named John and his wife, who
had hired Bridewell as a caregiver for John after he had suffered a fall.
“She’s a menace to society,”
said the wife, Charlotte, who at
71 is the sort of woman who
says to departing visitors,
“blessings from above.”
According to Charlotte and a
Sonoma County Sheriff’s Department report, weeks after
Bridewell moved in to their
Santa Rosa ranch, she and
John were whispering sweet
nothings and he’d written her
a $1,000 check.
Charlotte took to Bridewell
at first, inviting her to a family
Christmas Eve dinner and to
church on Christmas Day. But
in early January, she was in
her kitchen when she heard
her husband and Bridewell in
the next room.
“He was hard of hearing so
his whisper is like us talking
normally,” she said. “And I
heard him say, ‘It will be very
difficult for me to divorce Charlotte,’ and she said, ‘shhh.’ Then
they mouthed ‘I love you.’ ”
“It is commonly referred to
(as a) ‘sweetheart swindle’, ”
sheriff’s investigator Vince
Mestrovich wrote in a report
based on interviews with
Bridewell, John and Charlotte.
“I also believe if Camille’s actions were not found out, she
would have succeeded in taking sizable assets from John.”
“He was extremely good looking, extremely well-to-do and
extremely gullible because of
his age and declining health,”
Charlotte said of her husband,
who died in March at age 91.

Sought to buy home
By April, Bridewell had been
through at least two other local
homes and was signing papers
to buy a multi-million-dollar
ranch on the border of Sonoma

and Marin counties.
Along the way, she had befriended a Santa Rosa attorney
and his wife, joining their social circle and romancing a
family friend. The couple’s
daughter, impressed by
Bridewell’s grasp of scripture
and real estate, was ready to
give her money to invest.
Finally, with the attorney
catching on, her stories unraveling and a picture of a not so
saintly past emerging,
Bridewell vanished, as she has
before, leaving behind questions, confusion and anger.
“I think she’s well named as
the Black Widow, very dangerous,” said Max Arnold, the attorney whose suspicions apparently prompted her hasty exit
last month.
What little is known about
Bridewell forms at best a piecemeal portrait.
She was born April 5, 1944 in
Sedalia, Miss. She is 5-foot-4,
115 pounds, and favors purple.
She used her given name
Sandra most of her life but began using her adoptive mother’s name, Camille, in the
1990s. She has three children
and is estranged from all of
them. People who know their
Bible say she knows it, too, inside out.
It appears she’s never been
charged with a crime. But FBI
records show that in the 1980s
and 1990s she was questioned
in connection with murder, kidnapping, extortion and racketeering investigations from Boston to Chicago and Los Angeles.
“A lot of people get away
with stuff, and we just aren’t
able to prove it,” FBI Special
Agent LaRae Quy said, a refrain other frustrated law enforcement officials echoed.

Husbands’ deaths detailed
As Arnold grew wary and
dug for more details about
Bridewell, he found a
10,000-word article published
in January in the weekly Dallas Observer and headlined:
“Return of the Black Widow.”
The article said Bridewell’s
first husband, David Stegall, a
dentist, had killed himself and
her third, Alan Rehrig, who
worked for a Dallas mortgage
firm, was shot to death.
Her second husband, Bobby
Bridewell, a Dallas hotel developer, died of cancer in 1982.
And that year, Betsy Bagwell,
the wife of Bobby Bridewell’s
oncologist and a friend of Camille’s, was found shot dead in
her car, an apparent suicide.
In the cases of Bagwell and
Rehrig — who died a year after
the couple were married and a
month after quarrels led them
to separate — family members,
friends and associates suspected Camille Bridewell.
The FBI questioned her
about both deaths, but it was in
Rehrig’s case that the spotlight
shone most brightly on her.
Rehrig was found dead in his
Ford Bronco on Dec. 11, 1985,
about a mile from Oklahoma
City Airport, shot in the head
and torso by someone in the
passenger seat.

TIMELINE
Dec. 13, 2003: Camille Bridewell flies
from Atlanta to San Francisco. She
takes a room at the Dry Creek Inn,
paid for by a Healdsburg woman on
the plane who was impressed with
Bridewell’s missionary stories.
Dec. 22, 2003: Bridewell moves into
the Santa Rosa ranch of an elderly
couple, John and Charlotte, to help
care for John.
Near the end of December:
Bridewell walks into the Nicasio office
of Realtor Marc Edwards. He starts to
show her properties around Sonoma
and Marin counties.
Jan. 7, 2004: Charlotte overhears her
husband speaking to Bridewell about
getting a divorce from Charlotte.
Jan. 17: Charlotte kicks Bridewell out.
But Bridewell has convinced John’s
son Steve that Charlotte is a
gold-digger. He takes Bridewell in.
Jan. 28: Prompted by Charlotte’s
niece, Sonoma County sheriff’s
investigators interview Bridewell and
conclude she is attempting a
“sweetheart swindle.” Steve kicks her
out.
March: Bridewell befriends Santa
This undated photo of Camille Bridewell was found in her luggage within the past year, according to the
Rosa attorney Max Arnold and his
Dallas Observer, which provided the photo to The Press Democrat. Bridewell showed this photo to a
family. She is driving a new SUV but
number of people in Sonoma County, claiming the children were orphans she had helped.
won’t say whose it is.
32-acre ranch off Chileno Valley April: In the first week of April,
agreed to pay Bridewell $100 a
The last thing he told a
Petaluma real estate agent Christine
Road to Bridewell, who used
friend was that he was going to week plus room and board.
Jones was selling Bridewell a 32-acre
the
name
Camille
Powers
and
meet his wife, and detectives
“Within three hours she was
promised cash for the property. ranch off Chileno Valley Road.
said they caught her in several in our home,” Charlotte said.
Bridewell puts down $3,000 in good
The deal was in escrow by
lies during the lone interview
“I didn’t ask her for identificafaith money and agrees to pay $3.5
Easter. Bridewell delivered a
she granted before hiring an at- tion or anything, because she
million cash.
$3,000 check as a “good faith”
torney and refusing further
was this lady of God.”
payment toward the $3.5 milquestions.
April 19: Real estate agent Marc
Warning signs
lion sale price, Jones said.
Edwards learns a letter from an
“We strongly suspected her,
While her suspicions weren’t
The contract Bridewell
investment bank testifying to
but we just couldn’t prove it,”
fully aroused until she heard
signed said she had five days
Bridewell’s assets is a forgery. The
said Steve Pacheco, a now-reto show proof she had enough
deal is off.
tired Oklahoma City police de- John and Bridewell speaking
assets, but days became weeks May 6: Bridewell moves in with the
tective who led the Rehrig mur- about divorce, Charlotte said
in retrospect that it should
as the deadline passed.
der investigation.
Arnolds’ daughter, Bandee Maxwell of
have been clear that the care“Rich people can be quirky,” Chico.
Bridewell’s youngest daughJones said. “So we all sort of
ter, Emily Diffenderffer, whose taker was too forward.
May 7: Arnold, growing suspicious of
“She was very endearing to
float with some of these things
father was David Stegall, said
Bridewell, asks his law firm’s
John,
more
so
than
just
a
caresometimes.”
the Observer’s Jan. 22 account
investigator to find out more about
giver.
The
way
she
came
on
to
On April 17, Bridewell prowas accurate.
her.
him
and
was
all
goody,
goody,”
duced
a
letter
from
the
invest“It is hard because I really
she
said.
“Just
running
her
ment firm Morgan Stanley tes- May 8: The Arnolds find news
love my mother,” she said,
accounts raising questions about
hand
up
his
arm
and
just
tifying to her assets.
“but on the other side, she’s
Bridewell’s past.
sashaying
around,
and
I
“We
were
kind
of
excited
to
sick, very sick.”
thought,
‘That’s
not
right.’
”
have
that
letter,”
Jones
said.
May 9: Maxwell kicks out Bridewell,
If only Ken Sackett had
Charlotte kicked Bridewell
who is last seen leaving Chico in a
known.
Letter
seems
fishy
out Jan. 17, over John’s objectaxi.
The retired publisher
crossed paths with Bridewell a
week after she had arrived on
that AirTrans flight from Atlanta. The intermediary was
Bridewell’s seatmate, Michelle,
who thought he might help her
new friend.

A place to stay
Sackett met Bridewell in her
second floor room at the Dry
Creek Inn; they prayed, and he
said she could stay in his home.
Sackett moved out of his Santa Rosa home while she moved
in; he bought her food and
gave her money. She showed
him photographs of Third
World orphans, read the Wall
Street Journal and drank two
bottles of his best wine.
“She has this personality
that just makes you want to
help her,” Sackett said. “I gave
her $100 on the first day I met
her, and I never do that. I’m
Mr. Tightfisted.”
On Dec. 22, he introduced
her to his fiancee’s mother,
Charlotte. She and John

tions.
But Bridewell had by then
convinced John’s son, Steve,
an electrician, that his stepmother was a gold-digger mistreating his father. Steve said
Bridewell could stay with him
and his wife in Novato.
On Jan. 28, Sonoma County
sheriff’s investigator Tom
Spencer went to Steve’s house
to question Bridewell.
She produced a U.S. passport
that, he wrote, was too old to
verify. She said she’d gone to
work for Charlotte and John
with the help of a person she’d
met on a flight from India.
Spencer said he pressed
Bridewell about her past, but
she refused to comment further without an attorney.
Bridewell being interrogated
in their house was too much for
Steve and his wife. They told
her to leave. A man in an SUV
picked her up, Spencer said.
By early April, Christine
Jones, a Century 21 real estate
agent in Petaluma was selling a
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obility Masters, specialists in mobility
equipment, knows that buying locally is
essential when selecting scooters,
wheelchairs, stair lifts, and other mobility aids.
Proper fitting and medical evaluation for
equipment can’t be done by phone or sales
people sent from companies advertising on
TV or the Internet. Only with professional
advice can customers truly make the right
choice for long-term health benefits and
comfort. In Mobility Masters ample
showroom, customers can try
equipment for comfort, features, and
price – all with assistance from a
clinical therapist and equipment
specialist. In-home trials are also
possible. Plus, Mobility Masters
continued support remains a
top priority after equipment is
obtained. Caregiver support
classes are also offered. Mobility
Masters provides a local
support and information
center to keep people moving,
healthy, and happy.

TUSCANY

Sonoma County showroom:
1040 No. Dutton Ave., Suite E, Santa Rosa
707- 525-1994
mobilitymasters.com
M-F 10-4, Sat. Noon-5, Any time by appt.
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But Marc Edwards,
Bridewell’s real estate agent,
sensed something was amiss. It
was a small thing, he said, but
she’d been promising a letter
from the firm’s San Francisco
office. The one she gave him
was from the firm’s Santa Rosa
office.
He made a call and learned
his client had visited the
bank’s Santa Rosa offices with
photographs of the property,
promising them her business.
A Morgan Stanley banker,
Edwards said, had sent
Bridewell a thank you note on
bank letterhead which she’d apparently used to fashion her
own letter.
The deal was off. Both agents
said goodbye to what had been
a tantalizing prospect — and
breathed sighs of relief.
“She talked about not buying
one, but buying numerous
properties, and, you know, that
could have been a really nice
thing,” said Edwards, who said
he’d been looking for properties for Bridewell since she
walked into his Nicasio office
in December.
It’s not known when
Bridewell learned the purchase
had fallen through, or if she
did at all.
Whatever the case, “she
talked about it all the time,”
Max Arnold’s daughter, Bandee Maxwell said, recalling the
“missionary’s” enthusiastic
plans for the ranch.
Bridewell entered the
Arnolds’ life in late March,
showing up at a social lunch
Max and Marjorie Arnold held
after a Christian Life Center
service.
While he attended to his
guests, she “struck it up fairly
quickly with a middle-aged
friend of mine who was single,” Arnold said. Bridewell
and his friend, whom Arnold
identified only as a retailer not
from Santa Rosa, began dating,
and she became a weekly dinner guest at the Arnold home.
Marjorie Arnold and Bandee
Maxwell were increasingly
drawn to Bridewell: “I had never been around someone who
had that quote unquote faith
level, and it just intrigued me,”
Maxwell said.
But Max Arnold’s antennae
— tuned perhaps by decades as
a personal injury attorney —
were twitching. He eventually
asked his law firm’s investigator to look into Bridewell.
She was driving an expensive new SUV. She wouldn’t
say whose. She wouldn’t say
whom she was living with. She
wouldn’t say much at all about
herself, about her age, about
children; she was evasive, falling back on the scriptures.
“I could never get any
straight answers out of her,”
Arnold said.

His friend grew uneasy, too,
and broke off the relationship
in late April.

Request for money
Bridewell began dropping
hints. She might need a new
place to stay. She needed some
money. “Under no circumstances,” Arnold told his wife.
On May 3, she showed up at
his home. The man she’d been
staying with had made inappropriate advances, she said. She
needed money to pay the taxi
driver. The Arnolds relented
and Bridewell stayed.
On May 6, a Thursday, the
Arnolds left town and Maxwell
told her parents the missionary
could stay with her in Chico.
That night the women went
to a Charismatic Christian
church tent service in Chico.
“I felt . . . this is going to be
my spiritual mentor,” Maxwell
said. She told Bridewell that
she and her husband were refinancing their home and hoping to invest about $30,000.
“I said, ‘Maybe you can help
us with that,’ and she said ‘absolutely, absolutely,’ ” said Maxwell, who let Bridewell take her
car to shop for real estate.

‘Address’ a credit union
But Maxwell also seized an
opportunity to examine her
guest’s purse. The address on
her driver’s license was 2360
Mendocino Ave., Santa Rosa, a
property owned by Safeway
and occupied by a credit union.
Early Sunday, Marjorie Arnold called and told Bandee
and her family to get out of the
house. She’d spoken to Emily
Diffenderffer. She told her
daughter to look up the Dallas
Observer article.
Maxwell did, then returned
home to confront Bridewell.
Bridewell denied all, Maxwell said. She said the murder
accusations were “lies to ruin
my reputation.”
“I said, ‘your daughter
doesn’t lie,’ ” Maxwell said.
“She was just open-mouthed,
in shock.”
Bridewell collected her baggage, and Maxwell sat in her
car, “completely terrified.”
Bridewell had left a notebook in the car. Maxwell
opened it.
It was filled, line after line, in
Bridewell’s “exceptional handwriting” Maxwell said. “Over
and over it read: ‘My desire is
to get back with my family and
to make millions and millions
and millions of dollars.’ ”
Maxwell gave Bridewell money for a taxi.

You can reach Staff Writer
Jeremy Hay at 521-5212 or
jhay@pressdemocrat.com.

