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Author’s Note
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Despite being a student of history, like many of you, I was under the illusion that people in the late 19th and early 20th centuries were more polite, kinder to one another and had a greater sense of community.  I thought cases like Jack the Ripper, H. H. Holmes, Lizzie Borden and the Villisca ax murders were still discussed today because of their rarity.  I was mistaken.

I discovered my error while researching my book A Tale of Two Nations: Canada, U.S. and WW1.  As I conducted research, I discovered case after case of murder, suicide, murder-suicide, lynchings, cop killings, and doctors and nurses poisoning patients.  These crimes were mixed with vehicular homicides, robberies, arson, attempted murders, and hoaxes.  It became clear that crime always has been a problem, and considering the population was much smaller more than 100 years ago, perhaps it was an even greater issue.

The “good old days” weren’t an age of innocence.  The good old days weren’t even that “good.”  It was a world ruled by rich, white men.  There was corruption, food tampering, high poverty, and a lack of workplace protections.  If you were lucky, you died of old age or a contagious disease.  Those who weren’t lucky died of gruesome accidents or at the hands of their neighbors.  

Heinous: Forgotten Murders From the 1910s highlights 18 forgotten murder cases from the 1910s.  Newspaper articles published as the cases were being investigated were the sources for this book.  Journalism changed over the past century.  In many cases, newspapers did not provide the first names of the people mentioned in articles.  Reporters were involved in solving cases and, at times acted, more like investigators.  

It is my hope to give a voice to the dead, so their stories will not be forgotten again.
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Crime in the 1910s
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Crime has been around since the beginning of time, and it surged in the early 20th century.  Local governments and police seemed powerless to stop it, and people lived in fear.  What could be done about this scourge on society?

As the 1910s opened, 100,000 Americans were in prison, and crime was costing the country $1 billion annually.  It also took a toll on society.  

“Crime drives its devotees into bad, immoral and unhealthy conditions of life that in the end react up [in] the body to bring on disease and death,” the Bridgeport (Connecticut) Times and Evening Farmer said in 1910.

In September 1910, the U.S. government – in an attempt to show off the nation’s best prisons – paid the expenses of 50 members of the International Prison Conference as they toured the United States.  The group visited the Ohio State Reformatory, the Indiana Reformatory and the Elmira Reformatory in New York.  Elmira, the first reformatory for adults, was nicknamed “the college on the hill” because inmates worked their way out of the system through good behavior, work and scholarships.

Delegates, representing nearly all of the world’s estimated 1.6 billion people, also convened at the International Prison Congress in Washington, D.C.  President William Howard Taft opened the convention on Oct. 20, 1910, and it was expected to receive 1,000 visitors daily.

The organization was founded in 1871 to address how crime had become international and costly.  

Delegates planned to discuss:


	What can be done to reduce the number of criminals?

	Is the death penalty still advisable for capital crimes?

	Are indeterminate sentences still feasible? 

	Is crime more serious if committed by an individual or a group?

	What are the principles of a modern reformatory system?

	What improvements can be made to the parole system?

	What is the best work for prisoners in small prisons?

	What are the effects of probation?

	What is the best method to deal with tramps and vagrants?

	What can be done to assist prisoners’ families?

	How do communities deal with habitual drunkenness? 

	Should juvenile offenders be treated as criminals?

	What can be done about idol or vagrant children?



Vincent Myron Masten, military instructor at the New York State Reformatory and author of The Crime Problem, wrote a feature published in newspapers that year.

He listed some frightening figures:


	Between 1885 and 1910, the number of homicides increased 45 percent and cost the United States $1.4 billion.

	Annually, 10,000 homicides were committed in the United States, the same amount as more than 10 of any of the other “civilized” nations combined, with the exception of Russia. 

	Another 20,000 to 30,000 additional crimes were committed annually, some with intent to kill.

	London, four times the size of Chicago, averaged 98 fewer murders annually.

	Only 10 percent of murderers were convicted in the United States, compared to up to 95 percent in other nations.

	In April 1910, 75 young women were reported missing in New York City.

	In New York, 75 percent of thieves and thugs are released because of political or other influences.

	One in five people living in New York City was infected with venereal disease.  “The sex pervert must be left to God,” Masten said.



Masten offered reasons why crime was such a problem:


	Probation is the “right arm of the so-called spiritualistic and theological school of criminology.”  It doesn’t work most of the time because criminals lie to be put on probation.  

	Prisons are full of people who started their criminal career in the juvenile system or at reform schools. These boys needed exposure to schooling as well as moral and physical education.

	Bad examples are one of the most powerful influences for crime, and people’s tendency is to sink below the last anti-social act, a “poverty of character.”

	Men use illegitimate means to gain legitimate desires.

	Immigration had doubled between 1908 and 1909.  “In other words, nearly 70 percent were from countries which have dumped upon our shores their social hyenas,” he said.  “Of course ‘the immigrant evil’ is fast eating its insidious way to the very vitals of the country.  Of course, we cannot forever assimilate the criminal, the insolent, the agitators, and the sexually perverted spawn of the universe: but we will get no real relief until the people send to Washington, D.C., men who hold conscience above big majorities.”



Masten’s final observation was that the United States deserved what it got.  “A social scheme which makes it possible for one man to make $3,000 a day and for another to save $3,000 in a lifetime – deserves its thieves,” he said.

The high murder rate in the United States made the Declaration of Independence a joke, Andrew White, the former U.S. ambassador to Russia and Germany, contended.  The declaration states men have the right to life, liberty and happiness, yet the chronic crime rate made these impossible.

“I should like to preach a sermon on the most disgraceful evil in America today – the terrible increase in the number of murders and the immunity from punishment of the guilty men,” White said. 

In 1901, the murder rate in the United States was 117 people per 1 million, but by 1911 this had risen to 126 per million.  This meant, 10,000 people would be murdered annually, the highest murder rate in the world.  White found this statistic appalling, especially considering only about 116 murderers were ever convicted.  In Canada, the murder rate was seven per 1 million people, he said, and criminals were charged more frequently than in the United States.  

Dangerous Time to Be a Kid

CRIME IN NEW YORK WAS on the upswing in 1913, increasing 41 percent from the previous year, to 16,506 court cases. Some of the increase was attributed to recently enacted health-and-safety laws.

“If such a rate of advancing criminality as that indicated by mere figures were to prevail in all the five counties of the greater city we would surely have a perfect carnival of crime in a few years,” a Justice of the Court of Special Sessions report said.

In the children’s court, there were 14,969 cases of delinquency.  

“More than one-third of the unfortunate children reached the court from ‘broken homes’ where one or both parents were dead or children were without proper care or guardianship by desertion or the absence of parents for commitment to some institution or prison,” the court said.  

Court records did not include homes with drunken parents or an illness.

The most dangerous age for children was 13 and 14 years old, according to the court, because that was when most children came under a bad influence.

The courts were working with doctors to establish a child’s mental age at the time of crimes as well as to catalogue “every mental defective” in the city. 

The Moron Problem

POLICE, MEDICAL EXPERTS and the media were concerned with what they considered the “moron problem.”

In the early 20th century, “moron” was a psychological diagnosis.  An adult who psychologically had the mental capacity of a child between the ages of six and 12 was categorized as a moron.

There were other classifications as well:


	
Idiot:  Mental capacity of someone younger than six years old

	
Imbecile:  An adult who reached the mental capacity of a six year old but did not progress beyond this level

	
Sociopath: An adult with the mental capacity of an 11 or 12 year old

	
Pfropfhebephrenia: Feeble mindedness combined with dementia praecox (rapid cognitive decline and disintegration), thought to be capable of violence



Morons and sociopaths were divided into subcategories, based on whether they were low, middle or high grade.

When a crime was committed, these mentally challenged individuals were among police’s first suspects. 

Dr. William Hickson, director of the psychopathic laboratory of Chicago’s municipal court said in 1919, “Mental defectiveness is hereditary and constitutional, and consequently, not amenable to our preachings, asylums, hospitals, reformatories, penitentiaries, etc.

“We must ever bear in mind that each year a new quota of defectives is born with statistical regularity.  They pass through the hands of parents, then the pedagogues, the theologians, the physicians, the social workers, the employers, the courts, the prisons and back on society, each one in his turn passing them up to the next, and no one to acknowledge their impotency in the face of mental defectiveness.”



Case Closed



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Alma Keller 


[image: ]




A church is supposed to be a safe place but when it is the last location a child is seen, it is also a place of suspicion.

Eight-year-old Alma Keller lived a life of privilege.  Her father, Fred, was a wealthy brewer in Louisville, Kentucky, as was Fred’s cousin. Frank Fehr.

Like most children, Alma loved to play and when she was seven, she had an accident while roller-skating that left a scar on her nose.

On Dec. 8, 1909, Alma stopped by her family’s parish, St. John’s Catholic Church, five blocks from her home, to attend Mass and was never seen again.

Fellow parishioners were the last people to see Alma.

Rose Staeuble was running late and missed Mass.  She saw Alma at the communion rail playing with the candles.  

Anna Grahle lingered in the church after Mass.  She, too, witnessed Alma playing.  As she watched the girl, she saw a man open the sacristy door, look at Alma and then shut the door.  

Grahle said to the woman in the pew next to her, “Do you think anything could happen to her?”

The woman was unconcerned. “My, what could happen to a child in a church?”

Plenty.

The day Alma disappeared, the church’s pastor, Father Schumann, smelled a foul odor coming from the furnace.  When he questioned janitor Joseph Wendling about the stench, Wendling said he was burning rags.

Three weeks after Alma’s disappearance, Fred Keller received a letter allegedly from the kidnappers asking for a $5,000 ransom.  A second letter soon followed. The letters came from a town in Ohio that the police did not disclose.  

The family placed ads in the Cincinnati Post in response to the letters.

The first ad read: “Important Notice – Please let the party that has our girl know that we will comply with their request.  All they need to do is ask.”

By the arrival of the second letter, the family had become leery and was unsure whether they were dealing with kidnappers or someone who wanted to take advantage of the situation.

The family’s second ad read:  “Special Notice – To the party who has our little girl: As evidence of good faith, send me sample of the dress she wore and also a few lines in her handwriting giving the name of her school teacher over her signature.”

The family told conflicting reports about the receipt of the letters, and Fehr would only confirm it was the family who placed the ads in the Post.  “The matter has been practically taken out of the hands of the police, and the negotiations are now being conducted by the family,” he said.

Nothing came of the letters and in May 1910 there was another lead.  The police removed a girl bearing a resemblance to Alma from a Romani [Gypsy] family in Barbourville, Kentucky.  

The report was unconfirmed, but that didn’t stop the press from declaring Alma found.  

After Alma disappeared, James Peyton thought Wendling was acting strangely.  Peyton, a meter reader with the gas company, had been checking the meter at the church for six years.  There had never been any issue, but for some reason Wendling now refused to let Peyton into the music room where the meter was located.

Peyton threatened to complain to Schumann and only then was he allowed entrance.

Wendling disappeared Jan. 14 after withdrawing $100 from his bank account.

“Wendling left the church without saying he was going to quit, and he said nothing to his wife,” Schumann said. “I thought at the time that possibly the fact that his wife was much older than him caused him to leave.  He often talked of returning to his old home in France, but his wife wrote his parents and they have heard nothing of him.”  

His mysterious disappearance caused police suspicion to fall on Wendling.  

Wendling was a 27-year-old-year French Army deserter. Police described him as being 5-foot 10-inches tall, 160 pounds, with a black mustache, and dark hair and eyes.  In 1909, he had been arrested and fined for improper conduct with a young girl whom he approached on the street.

His wife, Lena, 42, was Schumann’s housekeeper.

Lena said she hadn’t seen or heard from her husband since he disappeared. 

On May 30, the church’s new janitor told Schumann that water was collecting in the cellar under the music room of St. John’s parochial school.

The janitor called plumber Dick Sweats who began pumping water out of the cistern.  Not long after work began, the water emitted a terrible smell.  After a few more minutes of pumping, Sweats uncovered a slime covered object that turned out to be a child’s foot with the shoe and stocking still on.  The rest of the body was naked, mutilated and decomposing.

Schumann called the police and coroner, and the school’s 100 pupils were sent home

Police found a child’s undervest and hose supporter in the closet under the stairwell of the church along with five women’s handkerchiefs.  The undervest was torn with six bloodstains and some of the handkerchiefs also had bloodstains.  Under the altar, police discovered a glove and handkerchief later determined to belong to Alma.  

Fehr identified the remains based on the shoe and a few scraps of clothing found on the charred and dismembered body parts.  

Alma’s parents had not seen the remains but were overcome with grief.  Mrs. Keller was not told Alma was mutilated.  She couldn’t understand why the body was not brought to the house or why it has not been properly identified.  

“Why can’t you tell from the scar on her nose?” she said after the remains were found.

Coroner Ellis Duncan worked for five hours and concluded nearly every bone in the body had been broken, the top and the left parts of the skull were missing, as were the right foot and most of the right leg.

“It appears that the body was partially burned, and I believe that quicklime was used to aid in destroying the body, but further examination alone will develop these facts,” Duncan said.

Police believed the motive for the murder was to cover up an assault.

Police believed Alma was killed in the church only a few yards from the entrance.  She was thrown down a trap door in the floor to the basement.  The body was then dismembered and packed in a stove or grate before quicklime was applied. 

Duncan believed the body wasn’t on fire for long because some of the bones still had flesh on them that crumbled when touched.

The quicklime was purchased at a grocery store a few blocks away.  The grocer told police an order was telephoned from the church and a barrel was delivered after Christmas and turned over to a woman.  It was a cash transaction so the store has no written record to narrow down the date. 

A search of the Wendling home uncovered a ring and pin belonging to Alma in a trunk.  Lena Wendling said a boy who found the jewelry on the street gave it to her.  

Trousers, a shirt and a hat belonging to Wendling also were found with bloodstains.  Mrs. Wendling said she washed the clothing after her husband disappeared and that the blood was the result of an accident he suffered at work.  She denied any knowledge of a crime and claimed to have no information about her husband’s whereabouts.

The police immediately arrested her as an accessory to murder.  Her attorney tried to have her released, saying that according to Kentucky statues, a wife cannot be held as an accessory after the fact.  

Enough circumstantial evidence existed to implicate Wendling, and the police established a dragnet.  The police did not believe Wendling fled to France, but instead was hiding in a French community in the United States or Canada.

The city of Louisville offered a $2,000 reward for Wendling’s capture.  The mayor later told city council to increase the reward to $3,000.  

Fehr, who spent much time and finances searching for Alma, turned his attention to apprehending Wendling.  The Keller family offered $1,000 for Wendling’s capture.

Wendling was arrested June 30 in San Francisco.  He had assumed many names while on the run.  

Wendling was brought back to Louisville via train.  A large crowd gathered at the train depot to see him arrive from Bowling Green on the last leg of the journey.  The crowd surrounded him after he disembarked, but there was no protesting or rioting.  

In late autumn, Wendling’s trial, based solely on circumstantial evidence, began in front of a packed courtroom.  At times, Wendling seemed to pay close attention to the testimony while at other times he appeared indifferent.  He denied any knowledge of the crime but was agitated when cross-examined and seemed to have a problem understanding the questions.  

“I either killed the girl or I did not,” he told the press. “They should either send me to the electric chair or turn me free.”

When the case went to the jury, it was given instructions on the degrees of homicide, the four possible verdicts and the definitions of legal terms such as malice, willful and aforethought. 

In less than four hours, the jury returned a guilty verdict of murder.

Wendling was sentenced to life in prison on Christmas Eve 1910.  
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Anna Aumuller
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Most of Anna Aumuller’s life is a mystery.  Her death, on the other hand, was in the words of the New York district attorney “a sordid murder caused by immoral relations.”

Anna came to the United States in 1911 at age 22.  Her cousin, Joseph Igler, helped Anna find a job in New York City at St. Boniface’s Church where she was a servant at Father John Braun’s residence.

Not long after securing her job, Anna met parish curate Hans Schmidt. He was immediately attracted to Anna.  She must have felt the same spark because soon the pair engaged in a sexual affair.

Anna became close friends with her co-worker Anna Hirt and confided details of her relationship with Schmidt.  

Hirt began working at St. Boniface after Schmidt moved on to another New York parish, St. Joseph’s Catholic Church, where he served as assistant pastor. She didn’t know Schmidt was a priest.  

Anna told Hirt that Schmidt was named John Schmidt and that he was a baron and an artist from Germany.  Anna also said she and Schmidt were going to marry and run away together. In March 1913, she told Hirt the couple had obtained a marriage license.  

Anna was pregnant and asked Hirt to be the baby’s godmother.  Hirt was noncommittal but remained a loyal friend and discussed Anna’s pregnancy with her multiple times.

Something, however, changed in Anna and Schmidt’s relationship, and Anna began to complain to Hirt that Schmidt was refusing to marry her.  

On Aug. 25, 1913, Schmidt rented a four-room apartment on the third floor of a building at 68 Bradhurst Avenue.  By then, Anna was five-months pregnant and had begun preparing for the arrival by making baby clothes.

Schmidt made a down payment of $5 toward the cost of rent.  When he returned the next day with the balance, he paid an additional $3 for a door lock that could not be opened by anyone, even the janitor.

Schmidt told the janitor his wife would arrive soon, but when Anna arrived a few days later she said the couple was engaged.

A bed and the bedclothes were delivered to the apartment but nothing else.

About a week later, Schmidt rented a second apartment on 8th Street under an assumed name.

On Aug. 30, Anna disappeared.  An upper- and a lower-female torso were found a week later in New Jersey, having washed up on the banks of the Hudson River.

The body parts were wrapped in pillowcases with an unusual pattern.  Police were able to locate the manufacturer who pointed investigators in the direction of their dealer, George Sacks.  Sacks’ store was the only one that sold the pillowcases, and it only had two sales.

Sacks told police the purchaser lived in a third-floor apartment at 68 Bradhurst Avenue. 

The New York City Police Department sent a detective to watch the apartment, but no one arrived or left the residence.  

When police questioned other tenants in the building, they learned the residents knew the apartment had been rented but they hadn’t seen any furniture arrive other than a bed. The tenants also wondered why they never saw food delivered to the apartment.

Tenants twice saw a woman enter the apartment, and occasionally saw a man carrying a bundle.  Neighbors heard voices coming from the apartment but always after midnight.

After four days, Detective Frank Cassassa climbed the fire escape and found the window locked.  He gained entry to the apartment using a jackknife and then unlocked the door for other detectives.

In the kitchen, police found miscellaneous items, including women’s clothing and a German cookbook. A bloodstained butcher’s knife and carpenter’s saw sat on a shelf.

Police also found two photographs of Anna and a man’s coat with the name “A. Van Dyke,” Schmidt’s known alias, in the pocket.  

Heavy cord and milliner’s wire that matched the body-part parcels also were found along with a newspaper dated Aug. 31.  Sections of this newspaper had been found wrapped around the body parts.  

The bathtub had bloodstains, and blood was found in multiple areas of the bathroom. 

Police discovered a revolver with cartridges and a receipt for a bed, mattress and pillows purchased by H. Schmidt from Sacks for $13.68.

A letter contained six addresses.  The first belonged Joseph Igler, Anna’s cousin.

“I don’t give a damn for Anna Aumuller,” Igler told police, stating he hadn’t seen her since he helped her find employment.

Police next went to St. Boniface.  Braun recognized Anna from her photograph and also admitted he knew Schmidt, but he denied witnessing any intimacy between the couple.

“Schmidt, I call him an average priest,” Braun told police.  “Although he performed his duties here acceptably, there was always something about him that seemed mysterious to me.  Usually his face bore an expression of meek piety, but at times he suddenly would glare like a lion.

“I was so interested in these changes of expression that I tried to puzzle out what caused them but couldn’t.  He was the nearest to Stevenson’s Jekyll and Hyde so far as expression is concerned that I ever saw.”

Braun said Schmidt was at St. Boniface from December 1910 to May 1912.  In May 1912, Schmidt said he was going back to Germany, but while he was preparing for his trip an opening came up at St. Joseph.  The parish needed a temporary assistant priest.  Schmidt filled in and liked it so much he stayed.

The rector of St. Joseph confirmed Schmidt was there.  Schmidt came down to the reception room to meet police wearing full priest garb and looking sleepy.  He was shown Anna’s photograph but denied knowing her.  Police questioned Schmidt for half an hour.  Suddenly, he nearly fainted, and when he felt levelheaded again, he confessed.

“I love her, and I killed her because I loved her so much.  She was so good and so beautiful I felt I could not live without her.  I had made up my mind she and I could not live together.  I was a priest and I told her I must remain with my church.

“The reason I killed Anna was that St. Elizabeth, who ordained me, told me to give a sacrifice in blood.”

He disposed of the body in the river “because every sacrifice must be consummated in blood and water.”

Police searched Schmidt’s room at the rectory and found the calling cards of a Dr. Emil Moliere, a salesman for a French chemical company who formerly was surgeon at a women’s hospital.  They also found drugs, some of which were illegal, and a marriage certificate for Anna and Schmidt from February.
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