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Albert Fish

 

The Lying Cannibal

 

On a hot July day in 1924, Mrs McDonnell was sitting on her front porch with her baby daughter and her 8-year-old son Francis in Charlton Woods, Staten Island, when she caught sight of an elderly man walking down the street. He was thin and shabby with gray hair and dusty clothes. As he walked he mumbled to himself and kept opening and closing his fists. Mrs McDonnell didn’t like the look of him.

The man returned later in the afternoon when Francis was playing alone with his friends and called him over. It was the last time anyone saw the boy alive. Whilst the other boys continued to play, Francis and the man disappeared. A neighbor later told police that she had seen Francis walking in the woods with a gray-haired tramp.

When he did not return for dinner Francis’s father, who was a policeman got together a search party. Francis’s body was found in the woods partially covered with branches. His clothes had been stripped from his body and he had been strangled. He was so badly beaten that the police believed that the killer must have had an accomplice. Or perhaps the abductor was not as frail an old man as he had appeared to be.

The search for Francis’s murderer was huge. Two hundred and fifty policeman, fingerprint experts and police photographers examined the area in minute detail and interviewed anyone who might have seen something. Although some people gave them leads, none bore fruit and they could find no one who matched the description that Anna McDonnell had given of the tramp in the street that afternoon. The case remained unsolved.

Three years later, police had another missing child in New York. On 11th February 1927, 4-year-old Billy Gaffney was playing with his 3-year-old neighbor. As they played in their hallway, the boys were being watched over by a neighbor who was babysitting Billy’s baby sister. The baby started crying and the neighbor hurried indoors to look after her. In a matter of minutes, both Billy and his 3-year-old friend vanished. When the boy who was babysitting noticed, he called out the father of the 3-year-old and a massive search got underway. Eventually the younger boy was found on the roof. There was no sign of Billy Gaffney anywhere. Being very young, the only thing the little boy could tell people was that Billy had been taken by the bogeyman.

Police organized a search of local factory buildings and even dredged the canal but they never found the missing boy. They tried to question the 3-year-old again. The boy described a thin old man with gray hair and a moustache. Unfortunately, police did not connect the case to the disappearance of Francis McDonnell on Staten Island.

The events that would eventually lead police to Albert Fish occurred a year later in New York City. 18-year-old Edward Budd wanted to escape the city and earn some money to help support his family. He placed an advertisement in the Sunday edition of the New York World newspaper:


Young man, 18, wishes position in country.

Edward Budd, 406 West 15th Street.

New York World 25th May 1928



 

The advertisement came to the attention of Albert Fish and the next Monday he turned up at the Budds’ door posing as a farmer called Frank Howard. He was polite and kind looking and told Ed’s mother Delia Budd that he wanted to interview Edward for a job on his farm in Farmingdale, Long Island. Sadly, Delia felt that she could trust this gray-haired amiable old man.

He gave her youngest daughter, 5-year-old Beatrice a nickel and told Delia that he used to be an interior decorator and had raised six children single-handed after his wife had deserted them. He said that he had saved up and bought the farm for his retirement and it was now a success with several hundred chickens and six dairy cows. However, one of his farmhands was about to take on a job elsewhere and he needed an extra pair of strong hands to help him run things so Edward had placed his advertisement in the newspaper at the right time. Edward’s size and obvious strength impressed Mr Howard and Edward assured him that he was a very hard worker. Howard agreed to hire both him and his friend and a deal was done.
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