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                   Decades Old Mystery Solved by Lexington Public Safety Officials  

 

Lexington, KY. – A nearly 45-year-old missing persons case involving three people from Virginia traveling 

together to a family reunion has been been solved thanks for the work of Lexington Fire Capt. Christopher 

Warren and other members of the city’s public safety team.  Investigators have positively identified the 

remains of one of those people who went missing from Bridgewater, VA, in 1973.  Martha Smith Helmick’s 

identity was confirmed through the advanced DNA technology of Parabon NanoLabs in Reston, VA.   

The remains were discovered in 2016 by the Lexington Fire Department dive team during a training dive in the 

Kentucky River near the Valley View Ferry.  During the dive, fire officials discovered scant skeletal remains and 

a variety of evidence in the remains of the submerged car.    

Following the discovery, the Lexington Fire Department, Lexington Police Department, and the Fayette County 

Coroner opened a joint investigation into the case.  The human remains and evidence were submitted for 

testing and comparison but leads did not initially pan out.  

Capt. Warren became intrigued by the mystery.  “I just couldn’t get it out of my mind.  It is the Fire 

Department’s duty to help people and we don’t stop trying until we get to as positive an outcome as possible.  

This time, there was not closure.  I couldn’t stop thinking about the woman we had found.  I couldn’t stop 

thinking about her family and that they would want to know what happened.  I couldn’t help but feel there 

was more we could do for her,” said Warren. 

Following up the cold case became a hobby of sorts for Warren.  He spent countless hours combing the 

internet for clues about the case and chatting with people around the country on “cold case” enthusiast 

websites.  By his own estimate, Warren spent more than 100 hours trying to find out who the woman was and 

more about the other people who had been in the car with her.   

His search led him to discover the 1973 missing person case of the John Edwin Keyton and his traveling 

companions, Flora Vesta Smith Helmick and her sister, Martha Smith Helmick.   They had set out from Virginia 

for a Keyton family reunion in Jessamine County, KY, but had never arrived.  Their planned route of travel 

would have taken the three directly through the area where the sunken vehicle was found near Valley View 

Ferry.   

In 2017, Capt. Warren made another discovery that helped investigators make strides in solving the case.  He 

found a family member of the missing persons.  Through several conversations with that family member, 

Warren was able to gain information that corroborated links between the remains and the missing persons.   

“The family member I found through the internet had seen the three of them off to Kentucky the night they 

went missing.  She remembered what they were wearing and what items they would have had with them.  

After talking with her, I knew we were on the right track,” said Warren. 

Warren brought his findings to the attention of the case investigators at each agency.  All involved agreed the 

new information could lead to a break in the case.  The Bridgewater Police sent a DNA sample of the relative 

to NamUs who compared it to the existing DNA sample from the Kentucky River.  On July 18, 2018, the report 
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came back that due to weak statistical support, the comparison between the two relatives was inconclusive.  

Because this match was inconclusive, the possibility of this being a relative remained.  The improvement of 

DNA technology over several years has enabled laboratories to draw conclusive matches with distant relatives.  

In November of 2021, Parabon NanoLabs confirmed the body recovered from the Kentucky River in 2016 was 

that of Martha Smith Helmick, one of the women who was last seen heading from Virginia to Kentucky with 

her sister and John Edwin Keyton.  The remains of the other two who were believed to be in the vehicle at the 

time of the accident have not been recovered.  Witness accounts and collected evidence points to all three 

individuals losing their lives in that fatal accident in the Kentucky River 45 years ago.   

“From evidence collection to Capt. Warren’s dogged pursuit of the facts and cooperation from the Coroner 

and Police, it took everyone’s professionalism, thoroughness, and commitment to get this result,” said Public 

Safety Commissioner Ronnie Bastin. 

Fire Chief Kristin Chilton views this outcome as an example of the Fire Department’s commitment to see 

situations through to their conclusion.  “Firefighters frequently encounter people on their worst day, and 

though we try, we can’t always create a positive outcome.  We encountered Ms. Helmick because of her worst 

day.  Though we couldn’t make the outcome better in the traditional sense, that didn’t stop Chris Warren.  He 

found a way to still provide a service for her and her family.  I couldn’t ask more of any firefighter,” said 

Chilton.  

Coroner Gary Ginn has always valued the help of firefighters and police.  “I have always had the utmost 

respect for our firefighters and police.  They have always provided invaluable support and resources to my 

office.  Capt. Warren’s dedication to this investigation provided vital information that led to the victim 

identification in an almost 50-year-old missing persons case.  His diligent research has provided answers to the 

families and helped write an ending to a 48-year-old mystery.”  

The next step in the case is to return Ms. Helmick to her family in Virginia where she will be buried next to her 

husband.  At the request of the family, her body will be escorted home by Capt. Christopher Warren and 

Fayette County Coroner Gary Ginn. 
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TIMELINE: 

August 3, 1973:  John Edwin Keyton (81 years old) set out in his 1967 light green Ford Fairlane to travel from 

Bridgewater, VA, to a family reunion at his brother’s home in Jessamine County, Kentucky.  He was 

accompanied by his housekeeper, Flora Vesta Smith Helmick (age 52), and her sister, Martha Smith Helmick 

(age 54).  The event was scheduled for the following day, August 4, 1973.  The three never arrived and were 

never heard from again. 

 

October 22, 2016:  The Lexington Fire Department discovered bones after a training exercise at the Kentucky 

River on Old Tates Creek Road at the Fayette, Jessamine and Madison County line.  Coroner Gary Ginn and 

Deputy Jordan Russell responded to the call and determined the bones were human.   Ginn transported the 

bony structures to retired forensic anthropologist, Dr. Emily Craig, who also confirmed the bones to be 

human.   

During the Lexington Fire Department training exercise, two vehicles were recovered.  One was an intact 2001 

Dodge Ram 4-door pickup truck that had been stolen in 2002.   While removing the other vehicle, it broke it 

half.  That vehicle was identified as a 1967 Ford Fairlane.  Two bones were discovered after the Fairlane was 

removed from the water.  Roberts Towing removed both vehicles to their company towing area.   

 

October 24, 2016:  Coroner Ginn and his deputies and Lexington Police personnel met at Roberts Towing to 

examine the vehicles for additional human bones.  The Ford Fairlane was brought out of the garage and 

completely examined.  Attached to the right side of this vehicle were several long bones and bones of the foot 

inside panty hose.  They were wrapped in what appeared to be fishing line and fabric.  These bones were 

collected by Coroner Ginn and placed in evidence envelopes.  The Dodge Ram was transported to the police 

impound lot to be cleared of sediment and debris by the fire department and examined.  Both vehicles were 

secured at the police impound lot. 

 

October 25, 2016:  Coroner and his deputies, Lexington Police and Lexington Fire personnel meet at the police 

impound lot.  Fire Department cuts doors and top of Dodge Ram and began spraying water to sift through 

mud inside the truck for any signs of human bones.  Nothing was recovered from this vehicle.   

 

October 26, 2016:   Fire, Coroners, Dr. Craig, and Police responded to the Valley View Ferry site and the Dive 

Team returned to search and retrieve any debris between the site of the recovered vehicles and the river 

bank.  Debris was examined by the Coroner Team at the water’s edge for possible evidence and human bones.  

Vehicle debris was turned over to an Automobile Identification Specialist with the National Insurance Crime 

Bureau.  
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October 29, 2016:   Lexington Fire Department Dive Team, Engine 9 & 16, EC 2, Coroner Ginn and his deputies, 

Lexington Police Homicide, Forensics and Auto Theft personnel and retired anthropologist, Dr. Emily Craig, 

met at the Valley View Ferry and began a search and retrieval of additional remains and evidence.  The Dive 

Team recovered a car seat and purse. 

  

November 2, 2016:  This was Day #4 of the Valley View Ferry recovery operation.  The Fire Department 

removed a 15’ x 15’ area of mud in buckets from the river bed at the ferry landing and transferred them to the 

Coroner Team who ran the mud through screens to collect trace evidence.    Divers searched the river again 

for evidence and discovered numerous metal vehicle fragments, a full bench seat and a portion of the auto 

floor.  Divers returned to the water and found numerous metal vehicle fragments, two radiators, a rear view 

mirror, a steering column, a shoe, and a large section of the vehicle’s carpeting.   A final search of the area 

determined that there was no additional items to be found and Unified Command in consultation with the 

Dive Supervisor and the Coroner, decided to discontinue the search.  

  

November 9, 2016:  Coroner notified NamUs (the National Missing and Unidentified Persons System) at 

University of North Texas that bony structures were found and coordinated sending specimens for DNA 

profile. 

 

November, 2017:  Capt. Chris Warren located information about missing person in Ohio with similar history 

and travel.  DNA markers were inconclusive. 

 

July, 2018:  Capt. Chris Warren’s internet search led him to missing persons’ report from Bridgewater, VA, of 

the individuals traveling together from that town to Nicholasville, KY.  The Bridgewater Police Department 

obtained a DNA sample from a 3rd generation niece from Bridgewater believed to be related to two of the 

passengers in the car and sent it to NamUs for comparison.  DNA was inconclusive. 

 

February 7, 2020:  Coroner directed NamUs to send DNA profile and bony structures to DNA Labs International 

in Deerfield Beach, FL for DNA extraction.    

 

June 16, 2020:  Coroner directs DNA Labs International to send their more in-depth DNA profile to Parabon 

NanoLabs for additional profiling to be compared to the third generation niece.  Sample was compromised in 

the shipment and it was questionable if additional samples could be extracted. 

Additional samples were able to be extracted by DNA Labs International and sent to Parabon NanoLabs for a 

DNA comparison which developed a match to identify Martha Smith Helmick and her sister, Flora Vesta Smith 

Helmick. 
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OBSTACLES TO THE INVESTIGATION: 

 1967 Ford Fairlane did not have VIN numbers on the motor block, the passenger door, or dash board 

and was missing its license plate. 

 A missing person’s report stated that the 1967 Ford Fairlane was light green.  We were able to recover 

a small portion of the auto and it appeared light blue or bluish green.  The car had been in the 

Kentucky River for approximately 43 years and most of the metal was disintegrated except for the 

motor and frame.  

 Martha and Flora Helmick’s siblings were dead and neither of the women had children.  The closest 

relative was a half niece which made their DNA sample Third Generation.   

 The trailer that Martha had lived in was disposed of several years before Capt. Warren learned about 

the trio’s trip to Kentucky.  The key that Martha had in her purse that was found at the scene would 

have unlocked the trailer door. 

 Discovered a missing person’s case in Ohio that had similar evidence which could have been 

misinterpreted and mistakenly given a wrong ID because of the similarity of the two cases.   

 Bony structures found had been submerged in a fresh water river with a strong current, for 43 years 

which made the extraction of DNA nearly impossible.  

 Martha Helmick’s broken leg was not listed in the initial missing person’s report from Virginia.  

 Parabon NanoLabs’ DNA computer profile indicated the niece specimen was a fourth generation 

relative match and did not recognize the niece as a third generation because her father was a half-

brother to the sisters.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

FACTS OBTAINED FROM INVESTIGATION OF EVIDENCE: 

 Bones were identified as female which allowed us to focus on missing females. 

 Fracture tibia allowed us to specifically search for missing female fractured tibia that had never been 

set. 

 Identification of 1967 Ford Fairlane allowed a timeline to search for missing person from 1967 forward. 

 Recovered shoe was determined to be elevated. (Martha wore a corrective shoe to correct her gait 

because of her unset fracture tibia.)  

 DNA technology has become more efficient in its ability to make positive identifications using DNA 

profiles from distant relatives. 
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INDIVIDUALS AND DEPARTMENTS INVOLVED IN THE INVESTIGATION: 

Lexington Fire Department, Chief Kristen Chilton, Capt. Christopher Warren, Dive Team, Engine 9 & 16, EC 2 

Fayette County Coroner’s Office, Coroner Gary Ginn, Chief Deputy Coroner, Shea Willis, and deputies 

Lexington Police Department, Chief Lawrence Weathers, Robbery-Homicide, Forensics 

Lexington Mayor Jim Gray 

Dr. Emily Craig, retired forensic anthropologist,  

National Insurance Crime Bureau, Auto Specialist 

University of Kentucky Anthropology Department 

Roberts Towing 

Valley View Ferry 

NamUs at University of North Texas 

DNA Labs International, Deerfield, FL 

Parabon NanoLabs, Reston, VA 

Bridgewater Police Department, VA 
 

 

 

 


