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POLICE OFFICER SUICIDES

For the second time, the number of police suicides took a dramatic drop, this time from 126 in 
2012 (our last full study) to 108 deaths in 2016. While one, of course, is always too many, this 
represents a paradigm shift in trends.

In 2009, law enforcement deaths from suicide were at their high—143. We can ascribe this 
repeated decline as, quite likely, due to the implementation and support of programs like peer 
support, CISM and chaplaincy programs. Awareness is now high. We see, in a new generation 
of police officers, a greater willingness to make “mental health checks” a routine part of their 
annual care. The latter is critical for young and old to maintain a healthy level of mental well-
ness in this toxic, caustic career field.

Our confidence in these figures is high. We used the same monitoring and search criteria as in 
the past years of our study, making the comparisons all the more valid. Hundreds of hours dur-
ing the year were invested in keeping track of alerts, in internet searches, and in direct contacts 
with departments, personnel, contributors, and even social media. No stone was left unturned. 

“Hidden” suicides were robustly accounted for and included by statistical adjustment based on 
experience and research. Any further success is contingent upon the strong support of mental 
health programs by departments, organizations and individual leaders. Let’s hope it continues 
for the benefit of everyone in police work.
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The Unsolved Death of Chief William Biggy

William J. Biggy, San Francisco’s Chief of Police in 1907 and 1908, was 
appointed by Edward Robeson Taylor, who succeeded the convicted Eugene 
Schmitz, and the disgraced Charles Boxton as Mayor. Biggy served as an 
Officer of the Court during the Ruef graft trials, and guarded the political boss 
of California while he was held prisoner at the St. Francis Hotel. The judge 
ordered Ruef held there because the jails were under the control of Police Chief 
Jeremiah Dinan, himself a suspect in the graft cases.
 
Chief Dinan was later forced to resign under a charge of perjury from Special 
Prosecutor Francis J. Heney. Biggy was selected to replace the corrupt Dinan.
 
Soon, the spreading stain of the Ruef scandals even reached Chief Biggy. In 
October 1908, ex-convict and Ruef bagman Morris Haas, on trial for his part in 
an extortion scheme, shot prosecutor Heney in open court. Heney survived his 
wounds, but Haas was not so lucky. He was found dead in his jail cell with a 
bullet in his head. The gun, a .22 calibre derringer, was found in his shoe.
 
Some newspapers charged that Biggy was in the pay of the Ruef gang, and had 
ordered Hass killed to keep his mouth shut about the attack on Heney. While 
Biggy vigorously denied the allegations, he considered resigning until he could 
clear himself. Only the strenuous arguments of Police Commissioner Hugo 
Keil, that resignation would be tantamount to a confession, persuaded Biggy to 
remain.
 
Biggy continued to consult with Keil about the status of the investigation into 
Haas’ death. At sundown on the night of November 30, 1908, Biggy crossed the 
Bay on the police boat “Patrol,” to talk to Keil at his Belvedere home. The two 
men discussed the Haas case until 11 o’clock that night and, according to Keil, 
Biggy had been persuaded to remain in office, and said the chief had been in a 
cheerful mood when he left Belvedere for the return trip to the city. 
 
But Biggy never returned to San Francisco. Shortly after midnight, Biggy 
boarded the “Patrol” manned only by its pilot, a police officer named William 
Murphy, and cast off for the city. When the boat docked, Biggy was not aboard. 
Officer Murphy told waiting policemen that he had last seen Chief Biggy 
leaning against the rail as the boat passed Alcatraz.
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A search party set out immediately for Alcatraz, but the night fog was thick, and 
the search was postponed until the next morning. Three days later, the searchers 
gave up. It wasn’t until December 15 that the chief’s body was found floating in 
the Bay, off the rocks of Angel Island.
Officer Murphy was taken into custody and questioned at length about the 
events of November 30, but stuck to his story. The coroner found no marks on 
Chief Biggy’s body which would indicate a struggle.

Because Biggy, a devout Catholic, was considered an unlikely suicide; the 
Coroner’s Jury returned a verdict of accidental death.

Newspapers had a field day. They speculated that like Haas, Chief Biggy knew 
too much about the Abe Ruef gang and had been killed to keep him from 
talking. But, if Ruef or a member of his organization had anything to do with the 
chief’s death, they never revealed the secret.

The Sunday before Christmas 1908, the entire police department turned out for 
Chief Biggy’s funeral at St. Mary’s Cathederal on Van Ness Avenue. He was 
eulogized as “a faithful officer who has fallen in the line of duty.”
The death of Chief Biggy was never solved, and the circumstances surrounding 
his disappearance and death remain a mystery.
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