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After the discovery of the horrors on Belle Gunness’s “murder farm” in 1908, thousands of curiosity-seekers flocked to her burned-down home to gawk at the cellar where her charred corpse and those of her children were found.






As a historian of American crime, I have long been intrigued by a phenomenon that has generated a great deal of controversy over the years: the trafficking in so-called murderabilia, morbid collectibles ranging from John Wayne Gacy clown paintings to Christmas cards signed by Ted Bundy, which are sold and traded on the internet. Though decried by moral crusaders as a symptom of modern cultural degeneracy, the truth is that the impulse to own a grisly memento of a highly publicized murder has existed for centuries.


In 1827, for example, Maria Marten, a young Englishwoman from the village of Polstead, vanished after supposedly eloping with a man named William Corder. The following April—acting on pleas from her mother, who had dreamed that the girl was buried beneath the floor of a local farm—police discovered the young woman’s body just where her mother had said it would be. The case became a nationwide sensation. When Corder was executed three months later, the crowd was so eager for souvenirs that the hangman’s noose was cut up and sold for a guinea per inch. Corder’s skin was subsequently flayed from his body, tanned like cowhide, and sold piecemeal at auction. One of the larger sections ended up being made into a tobacco pouch.


In the days before police learned to cordon off crime scenes, souvenir hunters swarmed over the sites of sensational murders, carrying off every scrap of potentially important evidence. In the aftermath of the massacre of an entire farm family, the Deerings, by an employee named Anton Probst in 1866, the barn in which the slaughter took place was overrun with sightseers who made off with wooden splinters from the blood-spattered floorboards. Visiting the site, one witness watched as “a man hurriedly got on his knees right down in the dirty straw and manure, gouged out a gory spot the size of a silver five-cent coin, wrapped it carefully in a piece of paper, and deposited it still more carefully in his vest pocket.”


Reporting on another ghastly crime that occurred at the tail end of the nineteenth century—the decapitation-murder of a young Kentucky woman named Pearl Bryan in 1896—one journalist described the frenzied scene at the apple orchard where her body was found:




Relic hunters were out in great numbers, and they almost demolished the bush under which the body was discovered, breaking off branches upon which blood could be seen. They peered closely into the ground for blood-spotted leaves, stones, and even saturated clay. Anything that had a blood stain upon it was seized upon eagerly.





The writer’s reference to these ghoulish scavengers as “relic hunters” is very much to the point. Blasphemous as it may seem, there is a connection between the grisly “murderabilia” artifacts and traditional saints’ relics. One is, in a very real sense, the flip side—the shadow—of the other. If the finger bone, say, of St. Sergius incarnates the mystery of Christian grace, a lock of Charles Manson’s hair embodies the opposite: the mystery of sheer malevolence, of inscrutable evil. To those who coveted them, the wooden fragments taken from the Deerings’ barn and the apple orchard where Bryan was found were the dark counterparts of the pieces of the True Cross worshiped by the faithful—objects possessed of an unholy power.


When such grim relics weren’t available, visitors to the scenes of notorious murders often came away with other mementoes. With the advent of photography, for example, crime scene postcards became popular items. In the spring of 1908, a dozen dismembered corpses were discovered on the Indiana farmstead of Belle Gunness, aka the “Lady Bluebeard.” Within days, thousands of sightseers descended on the property, where enterprising hucksters peddled souvenir postcards of the exhumed remains of her victims. Two decades later, so many gawkers showed up at the site of the Bath School Disaster—in which a local madman blew up the primary school in the small farming community of Bath, Michigan, killing thirty-eight children—that one journalist described the village as a “Mecca for the morbidly curious.” Happy to profit from his hometown’s notoriety, one local photographer printed and sold picture postcards of the massacre, including one that a depicted a line of blanket-shrouded little bodies dug out of the wreckage.


Collectors of such lurid keepsakes are by no means the only people drawn to “murderabilia.” Throughout the latter half of the nineteenth century, seedy “dime museums” proliferated in the United States, attracting patrons with everything from two-headed animals to hideously deformed human fetuses to macabre artifacts from infamous crimes. Among the “20,000 Objects of Wonder” advertised by one of these establishments, for example, was Anton Probst’s right arm, amputated and preserved after his execution. Even the venerable P. T. Barnum got in on the act, buying the deathbed clothing of Albert Hicks—a notorious lowlife who slaughtered the entire crew of a Virginia-bound sloop and was hanged in 1860—and promptly putting them on display in his Broadway museum.


The tradition continues to this day. A blockbuster exhibit mounted by the Museum of London in 2016 displayed scores of objects from Scotland Yard’s legendary collection (popularly known as the “Black Museum”). Among these were the 1890s medicine case belonging to serial poisoner and Jack the Ripper suspect Dr. Thomas Neill Cream; the spade used by Dr. Hawley Harvey Crippen to bury the remains of his butchered wife in the cellar of their home in 1910; and the rubber apron and gloves of John George Haigh, the British “Acid Bath Killer,” who murdered six people in the 1940s and dissolved their bodies in a drum of sulphuric acid. The William Burke Museum in Edinburgh offers visitors a close-up look at an especially grisly relic: a calling-card case fashioned from the flayed skin of William Burke, the notorious nineteenth-century serial killer who, with his partner William Hare, sold his victims’ corpses to a local anatomist for dissection.


The ominous significance of some of the objects in this volume—Lizzie Borden’s hatchet, for example, and the Luger used by mass murderer Howard Unruh—is obvious. Other items—the ladder used in the Lindbergh baby kidnapping, Augusta Gein’s crucifix—are everyday objects that acquired sinister meaning through the association with notorious homicides. In our own true crime–obsessed era, fans of the genre can collect a variety of macabre novelty merchandise: old B-movie posters, serial killer action figures, T-shirts and mugs emblazoned with the likenesses of their favorite homicidal maniacs. Using these objects as a springboard, this volume creates a historic tapestry of the most sensational true crimes, in both the US and abroad, that have captured and held public fascination for more than two centuries.
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License plate of Bonnie and Clyde’s “death car.”
















#1 NAOMI WISE’S TOMBSTONE







The Murder of “Omie” Wise
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(1808)


Naomi Wise is long gone, but her tragic tale has been immortalized in one of America’s most famous folk songs.





The oldest form of true crime literature is the one folklorists call “murder ballads,” a genre dating at least as far back as the Middle Ages, when these sung or recited verses spread the news about shocking real-life homicides among the illiterate peasantry. By Shakespeare’s time, traveling peddlers had figured out a way to profit from the public’s love of sensationalism by producing printed versions of murder ballads. Whenever a particularly ghastly slaying occurred, it was immediately translated into a page-long sheet of doggerel called a “broadside” that sold for a pittance—the Elizabethan equivalent of today’s tabloid newspaper.


Imported to America, the traditional murder ballad, both in its sung and printed forms, flourished well into the twentieth century. Though the vast majority of these “bloody versicles” (as one crime historian calls them) have long since faded into obscurity, a handful have become a lasting part of America’s folklore heritage. One of the most famous is “Little Omie,” an example of a subcategory of the genre known as “murdered-girl ballads.” During the folk music craze of the late 1950s, the song was a coffeehouse standard and has been recorded by scores of artists, from Bob Dylan to Elvis Costello. Though it exists (like virtually all folk songs) in many versions, the earliest known lyrics go like this:


Come all good people,


I’d have you draw near,


A sorrowful story you


quickly shall hear;


A story I’ll tell you


about Omie Wise,


How she was deluded


by Lewis’s lies.


He promised to marry


and use me quite well;


But conduct contrary


I sadly must tell,


He promised to meet me


at Adams’s springs;


He promised me marriage


and many fine things.


Still nothing he gave,


but yet flattered the case.


He says we’ll be married


and have no disgrace,


Come get up behind me,


we’ll go up to town,


And there we’ll be married,


in union be bound.


I got up behind him


and straightway did go


To the banks of Deep River


where the water did flow;


He says “Now, Naomi,


I’ll tell you my mind,


Intend here to drown you and


leave you behind.”


“Little Omie,” while based on an actual crime, takes considerable liberties with the truth.


Born in 1789 and orphaned in childhood, Naomi Wise became a bound servant in the household of Mr. and Mrs. William Adams of Randolph County, North Carolina. Some accounts paint her as a paragon of youthful femininity—a “gentle, confiding creature” with a soft-spoken manner, fetching personality, and “cheerful temperament.” The most reliable contemporary record reveals that she bore two children by two different employers while still in her teens and, by 1807, was pregnant with a third by another man, a “sprightly” young clerk named Jonathan Lewis.


Scion of the Randolph family that gave the county its name, Lewis boarded with his employer in the village of Asheboro, returning to his family home each Saturday night, a fifteen-mile journey that took him past the Adams farm. “Once, as Naomi was carrying water to the spring,” writes one historian, “Jonathan stopped and asked if he could have a drink. She obliged, then he dismounted and helped her carry her buckets to the house. Naomi fell in love with Jonathan Lewis then, and he seemed smitten as well.” Not surprisingly, Wise was soon with child.


Far from displaying the slightest shame at her condition, as would be expected at the time, the young woman openly boasted of becoming pregnant by a “man of so high a rank as Jonathan.” Lewis, in the meantime, had turned his attention to his employer’s sister, Hettie Elliott, hoping to make a match that would raise him several rungs on the social ladder. When Hettie confronted him about the now widespread stories that he was the father of Wise’s unborn child, he insisted that it was a “base, malicious slander, circulated by the enemies of the Lewis family to ruin his character.” Wise continued to broadcast his paternity and threatened to sue him for child support—a “bastardy bond,” as it was known—if he did not make her an honest woman.


Jonathan appeared to relent, agreeing to elope with her and arranging to meet her at the spring below the Adamses’ house a few days thence. On the appointed evening, Wise, taking bucket in hand and pretending to go fetch some water, hurried down to the spring, where Lewis awaited on horseback. Leaving the bucket behind, she mounted the back of the horse and the two rode off, ostensibly on the way to the home of the magistrate who—so Jonathan assured her—would perform the nuptials.


[image: Image]

    A trusting young woman meets her tragic end at the hands of her seducer.



    


The next morning, upon discovering that Wise had never returned from her errand, her employer, William Adams, headed down to the spring. From the evidence—the abandoned water bucket, the hoofprints in the mud, the tracks of Wise’s boots—he quickly deduced that she had been carried away on horseback. In short order, he had rounded up a search party of half-dozen neighbors who followed the horse’s trail along the banks of the river. They found her body in the water among tangled weeds, her throat bearing the marks of manual strangulation, her skirt pulled up over her face, as though to stifle her screams.


From the facts of the case, it seems clear that Jonathan Lewis was an early specimen of the type of malignant narcissist that journalist Marilee Strong calls an “eraser killer”: a seemingly upright young man who sees his wife or girlfriend as an impediment to his own gratifications and cold-bloodedly sets out to rid himself of her. Immediately fingered as the prime suspect, Lewis was tracked down and arrested that same day. Hauled back to the scene of the crime and confronted with Wise’s corpse, he stoutly maintained his innocence, displaying so little emotion at the sight of his murdered lover that several of his outraged captors had to be restrained from lynching him on the spot.


He was locked up in the Randolph County jailhouse, a rickety building from which he managed to escape. Recaptured in 1811, he was tried and acquitted, apparently for lack of evidence. Exactly where and when he died remains a matter of debate, though some accounts claim that, on his deathbed in 1820, he finally confessed to Wise’s murder—a tragedy that, by then, had entered into local legend.
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An early true crime book about the Naomi Wise murder case.
















#2 WILLIAM BURKE’S DEATH MASK







Burke and Hare, the British “Anatomy Murders”
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(1828)


Photography hadn’t been invented at the time William Burke and his accomplice conducted their murder spree, but we know exactly what he looked like thanks to this plaster cast head made immediately after his execution.





Dissecting cadavers has long been a critical part of medical training. Nowadays, thanks to the practice of voluntary body donation, there is a plentiful supply of corpses for med school anatomy classes. Things were different in eighteenth-century Britain, when the only corpses that could be legally used for teaching purposes were those of executed criminals. Despite the staggering number of crimes that could send a felon to the gallows then—everything from pickpocketing to poaching to writing a threatening letter—surgical instructors still found themselves with an acute shortage of freshly dead human specimens.


To meet the demand, a new breed of entrepreneurs sprang up, practitioners of what one scholar has called “the foulest trade in human history.” Commonly known as body snatchers or resurrectionists, these enterprising ghouls would sneak into a churchyard at night, dig up a recently buried coffin, pry open the lid, extract the corpse, and—after restoring the grave to its former condition—deliver their plunder to one of their regular medical school customers.


Though the names of virtually all these professional corpse thieves have been lost to history, two men have entered legend as the most infamous of British resurrectionists: William Burke and William Hare. As it happens, they weren’t grave robbers at all. They were what we now call serial killers.


A native of County Tyrone, Ireland, William Burke was born into a family of poor but respectable tenant farmers in 1792. At nineteen, he became a soldier, serving as a private in the Donegal militia for five years. At some point during that time, he married and had two children with a woman named Margaret Coleman, only to desert his wife and offspring a few years later after leaving the army.


Immigrating to Scotland, he found employment as a canal worker and took up with a part-time sex worker named Helen “Nelly” McDougal, who became his common-law wife. Not long afterward, the couple relocated to Edinburgh, where Burke soon made the acquaintance of the man whose name would forever be linked to his own in the annals of infamy.


Born in 1807 and raised (in the words of his earliest biographer) “without any education or proper moral training,” William Hare spent his early adulthood as a farm laborer in his native Ireland. In contrast to Burke—who impressed all who knew him with his easygoing charm—Hare, according to one contemporary, possessed “a ferocious, violent, quarrelsome” disposition and was given to particularly brutish behavior when he was drunk, as was often the case. Like Burke, he came to Scotland to work on the new canal linking Edinburgh to Glasgow and ended up boarding at a tenement lodging house run by a man named Logue and his wife, Margaret. When Logue died, Hare lost no time taking his place both in Margaret’s bed and as landlord of the squalid doss-house, where, in the autumn of 1827, Burke and McDougal came to live.


The commercial partnership that would earn Burke and Hare everlasting notoriety began in November 1827 with the passing of an elderly lodger named Donald, who died owing Hare £4 of back rent. In those years, Edinburgh was the country’s leading center of medical education. To recover the debt, Hare hit upon the idea of selling the old man’s corpse to one of the city’s many anatomists. Promised a share of the proceeds, Burke helped his friend convey the cadaver to the school of celebrated surgeon, Dr. Robert Knox, where they received the handsome sum of £7 10s—more than $300 in today’s currency—and were told that they were always welcome to return “when they had another [body] to dispose of.”


Disinclined to engage in the difficult, dirty, and dangerous business of grave robbing, the two reprobates hit on another, less strenuous method of obtaining marketable human corpses: “wholesale murder.” Their first victim was an elderly lodger named Joseph who had fallen ill with typhus. Afraid that having the contagious old man on the premises might scare off potential customers, Hare once again enlisted Burke’s assistance. After feeding Joseph enough whiskey to put him in a stupor, the two made short work of him, one pressing a pillow to his face while the other lay across his chest. This time, Knox forked over £10 for the corpse. At no point, either then or thereafter, did the doctor inquire as to the provenance of the goods he was paying for.


Though the facts remain murky, another ailing inmate of the boardinghouse, an Englishman in his forties, appears to have been the next victim. Most historians of the case believe that, in dispatching this individual, the two murderers perfected the smothering technique that would come to be known as “burking”: Hare would press his hands over the person’s mouth and nose while Burke lay across the upper body.


Having exhausted their supply of sick lodgers, the pair went out trawling for victims. The first to fall into their clutches was an elderly peddler, Abigail Simpson. Encountering her in a pub, Hare lured her back to his premises, where he and Burke plied her with whiskey. Once fallen into a stupor, she was smothered, stripped, stuffed into a tea chest, and carted off to the offices of the uninquiring Dr. Knox.


[image: Image]

Pocketbook made from the skin of William Burke following his execution and public dissection.






Over the next six months—between April and October 1828—the two fiends (as they would soon be branded in newspapers throughout the United Kingdom) would murder an additional thirteen people.


The atrocities of the ghoulish pair climaxed, appropriately enough, on Halloween 1828. By then, Burke and McDougal were residing at a different lodging house, run by a couple named Broggan. That morning, Burke was enjoying his morning dram of whiskey in a neighborhood pub when an elderly beggar-woman wandered in, asking for alms. Sizing her up as easy prey, Burke treated her to a drink and struck up a conversation. Before long, the old lady happily accepted his invitation to come stay at his lodgings.


Leaving her in the company of his wife, Burke sought out Hare at a nearby tavern and informed him that he had found fresh meat for Dr. Knox’s dissection table. He then returned to his rooms, where, in preparation for the murder, he persuaded the other lodgers, a couple named Gray and their child, to spend the night elsewhere. Once the Grays were gone and Hare was on the scene, the two dispatched the old lady by their usual method and stuffed her corpse beneath a heap of straw at the foot of a bed.


The following morning, Mrs. Gray returned to the rooms to fetch a pair of her child’s stockings, looked under the straw, and was horrified to see the old lady’s dead body, stripped of its clothing, blood leaking from her mouth. By the time officers arrived at the Broggans’ boardinghouse, however, the two serial murderers had already delivered the corpse to Dr. Knox, where it was later found by police. Burke and Hare were promptly taken into custody.


Betrayed by Hare—who, to save his own skin, agreed to turn King’s evidence and testify against his accomplice—Burke was tried for murder, convicted, and condemned to the gallows. Upon his sentencing, it was made clear to Burke that his ultimate fate would be nothing less than an act of poetic justice. His hanged body, the presiding judge declared, would “be publicly dissected and anatomized.”


An estimated twenty-five thousand people turned out for his hanging on January 28, 1829. It took Burke about ten minutes to die. In accordance with the court’s wishes, his body was then dissected before a standing-room-only audience of medical students. The following morning, the corpse was placed on public exhibition. By the end of the day, thirty thousand eager citizens had filed through the anatomy hall for a glimpse of ghastly remains. The cadaver was then stripped of its flesh and the skeleton given to the University of Edinburgh. Some of the skin was tanned and fashioned into various ghoulish artifacts, including a wallet, a calling-card case, and the binding of a book.


Granted immunity from prosecution, William Hare was set free, much to the outrage of the public. With an infuriated mob clamoring for his blood, he slipped out of Edinburgh, made his way south to Carlisle, and vanished from the historical record.












#3 CRIME PAMPhLET ENGRAVING







The Helen Jewett Murder
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(1836)


After committing the most sensational American murder of its day—the hatchet slaying of the beautiful sex worker Helen Jewett—the perpetrator fled the crime scene, as depicted in this artst’s rendition.





With no statutes against prostitution, New York City in the 1830s was home to thousands of sex workers. One of these was a twenty-three-year-old beauty who went by the name of Helen Jewett. Born Dorcas Doyen in Temple, Maine, she had gone to work as a domestic in her early adolescence, entering the household of Chief Justice Nathan Weston of the Maine Supreme Judicial Court. Treated less as a servant than as a valued family member, she was educated at a local school, where she distinguished herself as an outstanding student with a deep love of reading, a “remarkable quickness of apprehension,” and refined, ladylike manners.


At the age of eighteen—by then a smart, strong-willed young woman with a lively sexuality and a romantic streak—she lost her virginity to someone whose identity has never been established. Under a cloud of disgrace, she left the Weston household and embarked on her life as a sex worker using several aliases, first in Portland, Maine, then in Boston. Sometime between the fall of 1832 and January 1833, she moved to New York City, where—under a fourth and final pseudonym, Helen Jewett—she worked at a succession of brothels before taking up residence at a “house of ill fame” run by a madam named Rosina Townsend.


In the summer of 1835, Jewett—who seemed to have harbored genuinely romantic feelings for some of her clients—became enamored of a nineteen-year-old dry-goods clerk, Richard P. Robinson. Within weeks of their first encounter, she was sending him impassioned letters, proclaiming that she loved him “madly,” gushing over his “high, generous, noble” character, and waxing rhapsodic about their lovemaking.


Robinson appeared to be equally smitten with Jewett, declaring in an early letter that “No one can love you more than I do.” As their relationship progressed, Robinson would often give vent to a mixture of disgust and self-loathing, treating her with open contempt. Before long, as historian Patricia Cline Cohen writes, their “sweet and all-consuming love” had “degenerated into mutual threats and recriminations.”


Still, like countless other lovers locked in toxic relationships, they repeatedly reconciled. Jewett remained ignorant of the darkest aspect of Robinson’s personality: He harbored a Jekyll-and-Hyde split that revealed itself in his diaries, where he confessed that, while his mind tended to be calm and rational during the day, “sometimes, at the dead hour of midnight, a thought is aroused out from the deep caverns of the mind, like a startled maniac, which all the energy of reason can scarcely re-cage!”


That maniacal part of Robinson erupted in the early morning hours of Sunday, April 10, 1836, when, during one of his visits to Jewett, he shattered her skull with a hatchet, set her bed on fire to cover up the crime, and fled into the night. Law officers were soon on the scene and quickly doused the fire. Searching the premises, they discovered a bloody hatchet in the backyard and, on the street just outside the fence, a man’s blue cloth cloak, evidently dropped by the fleeing killer. Learning the name of the murdered woman’s visitor that evening, they tracked Robinson down at his boardinghouse and arrested him. Since both the cloak and hatchet were quickly linked to Robinson, there seemed little doubt as to his guilt. As he would for the remainder of his days, however, Robinson staunchly proclaimed his innocence.


Covered with prurient relish in the New York Herald, the crime became an affair of all-consuming public interest. By the time Robinson’s trial opened on Thursday, June 2, 1836, it had grown into a national sensation, reported in newspapers across the country. Though the prosecuting attorneys presented overwhelming circumstantial evidence of Robinson’s guilt, the jury was quick to dismiss the testimony of their star witness, Rosina Townsend, denounced by the defense as a “common prostitute,” an “infamous and abandoned” creature “too corrupt and rotten ever to speak the truth.” The twelve men took just fifteen minutes to return a verdict of not guilty.


Adopting the name Richard Parmalee, Robinson headed west, settling in Nacogdoches, Texas. In the years before his sudden death in 1855, he operated a saloon and a stagecoach line, served as clerk of the county court, joined the Masons, invested in real estate, fought and was seriously wounded in a military campaign against the Cherokee Nation, and—after marrying a wealthy widow who had inherited a large estate from her late husband—became a major landowner of a property with more than twenty enslaved people. At his funeral, he was eulogized as “a valiant soldier of the Republic” and “an enterprising citizen of the State” who possessed a “character noble and firm of purpose.”












#4 COVER OF J. H. INGRAHAM’S NOVEL THE BEAUTIFUL CIGAR GIRL








The Murder of Mary Rogers
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(1841)


The strange death of the “Beautiful Cigar Girl” inspired one of Edgar Allan Poe’s famous detective stories, “The Mystery of Marie Rogêt.”





In the early nineteenth century, New Yorkers seeking an escape from the stifling summer heat of the city could take a steamboat from lower Manhattan to an idyllic glade on the New Jersey side of the Hudson River known as Elysian Fields. On the afternoon of Wednesday, July 28, 1841, a young music instructor named Henry Mallin was strolling along the riverbank with a friend. As they gazed into the rippling waters, they received what Mallin later described as an “evil shock.” Floating about three hundred yards out was a human body.


The corpse was that of a drowned woman who, to judge by her condition, had been decomposing in the water for several days. She was wearing a torn white frock, a bright blue scarf, “light colored” shoes and gloves, and a leghorn straw bonnet. Despite her grotesque appearance—the purplish-black skin, the bloated face, the frothy blood leaking from her mouth—she was quickly identified as Mary Cecilia Rogers, a young woman who was something of a local celebrity.


Invariably described in contemporary accounts as a young woman of enchanting appearance—“raven-tressed” and possessed of a “dark smile” and a “hypnotically pleasing” figure—Mary Rogers had first come to the public’s attention several years earlier while working at a popular Broadway “tobacco emporium” run by a merchant named John Anderson. His customers had one thing in common: They were all men. Calculating that a pretty face behind the counter would be a boon to his business, the canny proprietor had hired the eighteen-year-old Rogers in 1838 to serve less as a salesgirl than as a sexual magnet.


The strategy worked. Anderson’s profits soared as male admirers flocked to his shop to “preen and squawk before the young lady.” Dubbed the “Beautiful Cigar Girl,” Rogers became a prototype of the modern celebrity, known for being known.


In 1840, Rogers quit the job to manage a boardinghouse leased by her sixty-year-old mother, Phoebe. Located in lower Manhattan, it catered to a clientele of young, single workingmen. A number of them, including a cork cutter named Daniel Payne who had become romantically involved with Rogers, were residing there on Sunday, July 25, 1841, when the young woman left the house at around ten in the morning, announcing her intention to visit an aunt. Her family never saw her alive again.


The results of her autopsy were so shocking that newspapers could only hint at the lurid details. Hoboken coroner Dr. Richard H. Cook concluded that before being dumped in the river, Rogers had been beaten, gagged, tied, and ultimately strangled to death with a strip of fabric torn from her underskirt. Even more appallingly, bruises on her “feminine region” left no doubt in the coroner’s mind that the “unfortunate girl” had been gang raped: “brutally violated by no fewer than three assailants.”


The case became the talk of the town. Popular novelist Joseph Holt Ingraham published a bestselling fictionalized account of her life and ordeals, titled The Beautiful Cigar Girl. Typical of the sites of sensational murders, Elysian Fields became a ghoulish tourist attraction, with crowds picnicking on the spot where Rogers’s corpse had been dragged ashore.


In the weeks following the murder, the police focused their attentions on one suspect after another. But in rapid succession, each of these suspects was cleared and released from custody. By the end of August, the police were no closer to a solution.
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Mary Rogers’s corpse (portrayed in a highly voyeuristic manner) was found floating on the New Jersey side of the Hudson River.






In the middle of September there was a sensational development in the case. At its center was a widow named Frederica Loss, proprietor of a popular roadhouse not far from where Rogers’s body had been discovered. Several weeks earlier, while out collecting sassafras bark, Loss’s two sons, twelve and sixteen years of age, had reportedly come upon some articles of Mary Rogers’s apparel within a dense thicket. The little hollow within the thicket “was stamped about, and the branches were broken, and the roots bruised and mashed, all betokening that it had been the scene of a very violent struggle.”


The discovery seemed to lend credence to the pet theory that Rogers had been murdered by a gang of “miscreants.” Frederica Loss, however, now came forward with a story that she had never shared with the police. According to Loss, Rogers had come to her tavern on July 25 in the company of a “tall, dark-complexioned” man. The two ordered drinks—liquor for the man, lemonade for Rogers—and, after sitting for a while and chatting pleasantly, left arm in arm. Later that night, Loss had heard a scream from the direction of the woods but assumed that the cry had come from an injured animal and put it out of her mind.


One year later, Frederica Loss had a still different story to tell. As she lay dying from a fatally infected wound, Loss reportedly directed her sons “to make known the circumstances attending the death of Mary Rogers, which she had before concealed.”


The secret was that Mary Rogers had died during an abortion carried out in Loss’s premises by an unidentified “young physician.” The child she was carrying had evidently been fathered by her fiancé, Daniel Payne, who, several months after the discovery of Rogers’s corpse, had made his way to the riverbank where it had been brought ashore and swallowed a fatal dose of laudanum, leaving a suicide note asking God’s forgiveness for his “misspent life.”


While much of the public accepted this account, the police had doubts about it, since it so glaringly contradicted much of the physical evidence, including the strangulation marks on Rogers’s neck and the coroner’s conclusion that she had been gang raped. The investigation was ultimately abandoned, leaving the case of the “Beautiful Cigar Girl” as one of New York City’s most famous unsolved murders.












#5 SHINGLE HAMMER







The Colt–Adams Affair





[image: Image]






(1841)


John Colt used this style of shingle hammer to make shipping crates for his popular accounting textbook. He also used it to murder and box up the man who printed the book.





In September 1841, Samuel Adams, a respected printer with a shop in lower Manhattan, disappeared after leaving his office on an unspecified errand. A week later, his naked, putrefying corpse was discovered stuffed inside a wooden packing crate in the hold of a ship. Investigators quickly determined that the crate had been brought to the ship by John Caldwell Colt, a brilliant accountant and older brother of Samuel Colt, legendary inventor of the revolving handgun.


After an initial denial, John Colt admitted to the authorities that he had indeed killed Adams but claimed that he had acted in self-defense. According to his statement, Adams—who had printed the latest edition of Colt’s popular textbook—had shown up in his office, demanding immediate payment of an overdue bill for $71.15. Colt’s own calculations, however, showed that he owed only $55.85. The two began to argue. Before long they were trading blows. When Adams grabbed him by the necktie and began to choke him, Colt reflexively picked up a shingle hammer lying on his desk and delivered a series of fatal blows to his assailant’s head. Then he stuffed the stripped and trussed-up corpse into a packing crate, addressed the box to a nonexistent person, and had it put on a ship bound for New Orleans.
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The title page of John Colt’s successful accounting textbook.






Colt’s trial in January 1842 began in a perfectly orderly fashion, but before long it turned into a circus. At one point, Adams’s corpse was exhumed and decapitated, and the head displayed to the jury by the coroner, who sat throughout his testimony with the grisly object cradled on his lap. Despite the best efforts of his high-powered defense team, Colt was found guilty and condemned to hang. The denouement of the case would be one of the most bizarre in the annals of American criminal history.


While awaiting execution, Colt received permission to legitimize his relationship with his mistress, Caroline Henshaw. On the afternoon of November 18, 1842—just before he was scheduled to go to the gallows—he and Henshaw were wed in his cell in the Tombs. Afterward, the couple was permitted an hour’s conjugal visit alone. When the sheriff returned to fetch John and lead him to the scaffold, he found the condemned man lying dead in a puddle of blood, a clasp knife protruding from his chest. Almost at the same instant, the cupola of the Tombs burst into flames. Though Colt’s death was ruled a suicide, many people would forever believe that the corpse found in his cell was actually a medical school cadaver smuggled into the prison during the confusion of the fire and that Colt had been spirited away by his friends. These rumors notwithstanding, there is little doubt that Colt took his own life with a knife provided by a member of his wedding party. His suicide—and the accompanying conflagration—served as a fittingly sensational climax to the case.












#6 COURTROOM DIAGRAM OF DR. PARKMAN’S BODY PARTS







The Parkman–Webster Case
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(1849)


The disappearance of prominent Bostonian George Parkman was a citywide mystery—until his dismembered body parts were found in the privy of Harvard professor John White Webster.





Forensic anthropology has become a vital tool in contemporary law enforcement, practiced by scientific “bone detectives” who are able to determine the identity and cause of death of unknown victims by the close study of their skeletal remains. Though generally regarded as a form of modern-day forensic wizardry, the origins of the field can be traced to one of the most sensational crimes of the nineteenth century, the Parkman–Webster case of 1849.


Trained as a physician, Dr. George Parkman, one of Boston’s wealthiest men, was primarily a landlord and moneylender. Among his debtors was the distinguished Harvard chemistry professor John White Webster, who owed Parkman a substantial sum. It was to confront Webster about this matter that Parkman made his way to Harvard one fateful Friday afternoon, never to be seen alive again.


Notified of his disappearance by his wife, police undertook a massive manhunt, pursuing leads that placed Parkman as far away as Cape Cod. During this period, Professor Webster appeared to be his usual amiable self. Only one person detected something peculiar about his behavior: Ephraim Littlefield, janitor at the medical college. Given that Webster had never engaged him in a protracted conversation in all the years they had known each other, it struck Littlefield as strange when the professor grilled him about Dr. Parkman’s disappearance. Convinced that Webster had murdered Parkman and was attempting to obliterate the remains, Littlefield chiseled through the brick wall of Webster’s privy vault. Lying amidst the muck were a male pelvis with the genitalia still attached, a right thigh, and the lower portion of a dismembered left leg.


Taken into custody, Webster vehemently protested his innocence. His twelve-day trial, which commenced on March 19, 1850, ended in a guilty verdict after less than three hours of jury deliberation. Webster then made a final desperate attempt to escape the hangman’s noose by confessing that he had indeed killed Parkman, though without premeditation. Provoked into a fury when Parkman barraged him with insults, Webster had seized a stick of wood and delivered a crushing blow to his creditor’s skull, then made a panicked effort to dispose of the body. Despite appeals for clemency, the governor remained unmoved. On the morning of August 30, 1850, Webster was hanged.


Though the Parkman–Webster case has long faded from public memory, it has gone down in US legal history as a forensic milestone, thanks to the involvement of two prosecution witnesses. One was Dr. Parkman’s dentist, Nathan C. Keep, who identified the false teeth found in a recovered portion of jawbone as his own handiwork—the first time that forensic dentistry played a role in an American trial. The other was Dr. Jeffries Wyman, professor of anatomy at Harvard. An expert at skeletal analysis, he was called upon to examine the bone fragments recovered from the furnace in Dr. Webster’s laboratory. His testimony at the trial was a vital link in the chain of evidence against the defendant. It was also a scientific and legal landmark, the event that launched the field of forensic anthropology.
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One of the most damning pieces of evidence against Professor Webster were the false teeth and fragments of jawbone positively identified by dentist Nathan Cooley Keep as belonging to his patient Dr. Parkman.
















#7 ANTON PROBST TRIAL PAMPHLET







The Deering Family Massacre
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(1866)


In nineteenth-century America, cheap trial pamphlets served the same function as today’s countless true crime podcasts and cable TV shows, feeding the public’s insatiable appetite for lurid murder stories.





On Wednesday, April 11, 1866, Abraham Everett, a resident of a rural, sparsely populated area of South Philadelphia known locally as “The Neck,” visited the farm of his neighbor Christopher Deering. He knocked at the door but got no response. Proceeding to the barn, he was shocked to find Deering’s horses nearly dead of thirst and starvation.


Once he had taken care of the animals, he returned to the house, peered through a window, and was startled to see the interior in a state of wild disorder, as if it had been ransacked. He alerted other neighbors then returned with them to the farm. Inside the barn, they spotted something that Everett, in his focus on the suffering horses, had missed. Jutting from a pile of hay was a human foot.


One of the men made for the nearest police station. Within a short time, several officers arrived and made a horrifying discovery. Beneath the hay lay the farm owner, Christopher, his skull pulverized, his throat chopped open to the neckbone. Beside him was a young woman, later identified as a visiting cousin, slaughtered in the same way.


In a small corn crib they found the decomposed body of Christopher’s wife, Julia, her skull beaten in, her throat gashed. Heaped around and upon her were four of her children, the youngest a fourteen-month-old girl, butchered in the same way. Apart from the oldest child, a ten-year-old boy named Willie—spared only because he was visiting his grandparents—the entire family had been annihilated. Not long afterward, another decaying corpse, that of the Deerings’ seventeen-year-old farmhand, Cornelius Carey, was discovered shoved into a haystack.


Suspicion immediately fell upon the Deerings’ other employee, Anton Probst, who was nowhere to be found. A brawny German immigrant, Probst had spent most of the Civil War as a “bounty jumper,” volunteering for service in one locality, collecting the bonus offered to new enlistees, then promptly deserting and repeating the process elsewhere. Averse to the drudgery and dangers of army life, he had eventually contrived a discharge by “accidentally” shooting off his right thumb. After blowing all his money on liquor and sex workers, he had knocked around the Philadelphia area for a while, seeking work, until he happened upon the Deering farmstead. Though Mrs. Deering was made uneasy by Probst’s sullen manner, her husband, an immigrant himself, took pity on him and hired him.


Rather than put as much distance between himself and the crime scene as possible, Probst spent the next five days in various Philadelphia taverns and brothels. When it finally dawned on him that he was the object of a citywide manhunt, he attempted to sneak out of town but was quickly recognized and arrested. A search of his pockets turned up a number of Christopher Deering’s possessions, including a pistol and snuffbox. In fact, as the police quickly determined, Probst was wearing Deering’s clothes, having exchanged them for his own blood-soaked shirt and pants before fleeing the site of the massacre.


As an enraged mob laid siege to the jailhouse, howling for Probst’s blood, he underwent a lengthy interrogation. After making the predictable protestations of innocence, he admitted that he had slain Cornelius Carey but insisted that the other seven victims had been slain by an accomplice.


Probst’s five-day trial began on April 25, just two weeks after the murders were discovered. Memorably described by the district attorney as “a monster in the shape of man,” Probst was convicted after jury deliberations lasting twenty minutes. He was condemned to hang in five weeks.


[image: Image]

Anton Probst disposes of his victims in this contemporary engraving.






While awaiting death, Probst continued to proclaim his innocence of all the murders except Cornelius Carey’s, though he eventually confessed to luring Mrs. Deering and her children into the barn, one at a time, then slaughtering each of them with an axe. Mr. Deering, who had gone into town that morning to fetch his visiting relative, was slain upon his return, along with his guest. Asked why he had perpetrated such an atrocity, Probst gave a little shrug. “I only wanted the money,” he said. “I had no ill feeling to anyone in the family. They always treated me well.”












#8 DIME NOVEL







“The Boston Boy Fiend”
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(1871–1874)


Like comic books and video games before them, nineteenth-century dime novels, with stories full of graphic frontier violence, were believed to have a corrupting effect on the minds of America’s youth.





One of the youngest serial killers on record, Jesse Harding Pomeroy, born in South Boston in 1859, suffered a hideous boyhood. Along with the frequent horsewhippings he received from his alcoholic father, he was cursed with an appearance that made him the butt of merciless persecution by his playmates: a massive head, heavy jaw, harelip, and—most unsettling of all—a right eye covered with a white film. To what extent these external factors—the brutal physical abuse, the unending humiliation—contributed to his psychopathology is impossible to say. What’s certain is that by age eleven, he was already a budding sexual sadist.


Between the winter of 1871 and the following fall, he attacked seven little boys, luring them to secluded outhouses, then stripping, binding, and torturing them. His first victims were subjected to savage beatings. Later, Pomeroy took to slashing his victims with knives or stabbing them with needles. By the summer of 1872, the whole city was on the lookout for the “Boy Torturer” (as the newspapers dubbed him). Three months would pass before he was identified by one of his little victims—who recognized his “marble eye”—and arrested.


Sentenced to six years—“the term of his minority”—in a reformatory, he was released after only eighteen months, partly by putting on a convincing show of rehabilitation, partly as a result of relentless petitioning by his mother, Ruth, who would maintain to her dying day that her darling boy couldn’t possibly be guilty of the crimes he was accused of.


No sooner had he been set free, however, than he reverted to his former ways. But this time the teenage psychopath wasn’t content merely to inflict injury. In March 1874, just six weeks after his release, a ten-year-old girl named Katie Curran went missing after visiting Ruth Pomeroy’s dressmaking shop while Jesse was alone behind the counter. One month later, he abducted four-year-old Horace Millen and took him to a remote stretch of marshland, where he nearly decapitated the child with a pocketknife and mutilated his genitals.


Suspicion immediately lighted on the recently paroled “Boy Torturer,” whose vest pocket contained a bloody jackknife and whose boots exactly matched the prints found in the soggy ground of the murder site. Taken to the funeral parlor to confront Horace Millen’s body, Pomeroy was asked why he had killed the little boy. “Something made me,” he replied with a shrug. Ten months would pass before workmen, renovating the building that had housed Ruth’s dressmaking shop, discovered Katie Curran’s remains in the cellar. Though the corpse was badly decomposed, doctors were able to determine that her throat had been slashed, her dress and undergarments sliced open, and her genitals mutilated.
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