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INTRODUCTION





How do you whittle down thousands of crimes that took place in New York City during a span of more than two hundred years into what can fit between the covers of a book?


After much back and forth, we ended up selecting the crimes that were the most interesting, most notorious, most unbelievable, or most disturbing based on Bob’s and my many years on the force and Phil’s as a crime reporter. They range from the awful to the unbelievable, but no two are the same. Some remain unsolved to this day, such as the disappearance of Judge Joseph Force Crater. In others, the culprit seemed obvious to everyone but the jury, as was the case of El Sayyid Nosair, who murdered Rabbi Meir Kahane in cold blood in front of dozens of eyewitnesses. Some of the men and women in this book convicted of murder were executed, while others were barely punished for their crimes. One thing is certain: The administration of true justice is a lofty goal that is seldom reached.


As we began our research and reviewing records, we sometimes gained a grudging respect for the perpetrators, who went to great lengths to elude the authorities, muddle the facts, or cover their tracks. Some were so clever that it is amazing how often they were caught, especially in the early days of the force. The first detectives in New York City had few tools and often operated on gut instinct and their own personal powers of observation. There were few, if any, rules governing the collection of evidence or the questioning of suspects. In order to gain confessions, the accused were often tricked, which is still legal today, and sometimes coerced by force, which is not.


As criminals got more sophisticated, so did the police. The crimes covered in this book trace the evolution of crime fighting through the tools police developed over the years—the Bertillon method, the Rogues Gallery, the daily lineup, latent fingerprints, undercover operatives, wiretaps, stool pigeons, informants, crime scene documentation, evidence preservation, the police laboratory, criminal profilers, videotape, CompStat, and DNA. But even now, arrests and convictions are more often brought about by good detectives using their wits rather than the tools at their disposal. Longtime retired NYPD Chief of Detectives Joseph Borelli put it best when he told me, “To this day I am still in awe when I read of their accomplishments.”


Undisclosed Files also takes an unbiased look at individuals on both sides of the law. This includes great cops, such as the first NYPD chief of detectives, Inspector Thomas Byrnes, the originator of the Third Degree, who compiled a massive book of mug shots and bios of a who’s who in New York City criminals, which became a surprising best seller. But it also doesn’t shy away from crooked cops, the worst being Lieutenant Charles Becker, who went to the electric chair at Sing Sing for his role in the murder of a Manhattan gambler.


We also look at those who tried the cases. The brilliant defense attorney Samuel Liebowitz’s claim to fame was that only one of his clients ever went to the electric chair, although many certainly deserved it, including Robert Irwin, aka “the Mad Sculptor,” who is covered in this book. Ironically, after the same Liebowitz became a New York City judge, he had absolutely no problem sentencing convicted murderers to the death penalty.


However, the main focus of Undisclosed Files is the criminals, both unknown and infamous. One you’ve probably heard of is Vietnam veteran John Wojtowicz, who decided a lark to rob a bank in Brooklyn in 1972. He had an altruistic, albeit highly unusual motive—he desperately needed money to pay for his male lover’s sex change operation. The robbery became the basis for the acclaimed motion picture Dog Day Afternoon.


One less well known was a sexy femme fatale named Madeline Webb, who was charged with murder in 1942. Fearful her swaying hips would sway the jury when she walked into the courtroom, the prosecutor made sure she was seated before the jury was brought in. She was sentenced to life in prison.


What was also fascinating to us is that many of the crimes, both random and premeditated acts, were interconnected in some manner. For example, the perpetrators of the 1993 World Trade Center bombing and the mastermind behind the 2001 World Trade Center attacks were tied to El Sayyid Nosair, who killed Rabbi Kahane in 1990. Osama bin Laden financed Nosair’s successful murder defense by William Kunstler, who also notoriously got drug dealer Larry Davis off the hook after he shot six NYPD cops.


Then there was the story of Abe “Kid Twist” Reles, the infamous hitman turned stoolie, who in 1941 plummeted from a sixth-floor hotel room window while being guarded by six detectives. Reles’s untimely death forced Brooklyn District Attorney William O’Dwyer to drop his murder case against underworld figure Albert Anastasia, who had put a price on Reles’s head that police were rumored to have accepted. As powerful as Anastasia was, the mobster was assassinated sixteen years later by one of his own, thus accomplishing what the district attorney had unsuccessfully tried to do. Meanwhile, after O’Dwyer became mayor of New York, he became involved in a scandal with notorious gambler Harry Gross that forced him to resign from office. These are but two of the many examples of how one crime seems to lead to another in this book.


Beyond the crimes and the characters, this is a book about New York City. So many of the sites still exist that you can practically do a morbid walking tour. Fraunces Tavern, one of the city’s oldest buildings, is the site of the 1975 bombing by the FALN. A few blocks north is the old J. P. Morgan Bank building at 23 Wall Street, which still has pockmarks in the granite wall from a bomb that exploded in 1920. Once you’ve read this book, you won’t be able to walk through Central Park without thinking about Robert Chambers, or Flushing Meadow Park without remembering two detectives blown to bits attempting to defuse a bomb at the 1940 World’s Fair. While crime fans would expect that we would write about a robbery at Tiffany’s, few would know that an even a bigger heist of precious jewels took place amid the dinosaur bones at the Museum of Natural History.


As a member of the NYPD for more than thirty-five years, I know how things work in the police department. My background, along with those of my coauthors, provided us with insight and access to the department that few other writers have. In many instances we had firsthand knowledge of the crimes in this book and interviewed actual participants, including victims, to get their side of the story. So not only are you reading about the most notorious atrocities in the world’s greatest city, you are getting the stories from insiders who truly know crime.


—Bernard J. Whalen
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George “The Mad Bomber” Metesky
















CRIMINALS AND CRIME IN OLD NEW YORK


Years 1802–1844
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The notorious Five Points neighborhood was considered the most dangerous section in Manhattan. Even watchmen feared to patrol the area because they were so often accosted by gangs. Although accurate records do not exist, the neighborhood was said to average a murder per night, which was one reason for the creation of the Municipal Police to replace the ineffective Night Watch.
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Jacob Hays was the high constable until 1844, when the Night Watch was disbanded. He is generally considered to be New York City’s first detective.


Long before Sir Arthur Conan Doyle created the fictional mastermind English detective Sherlock Holmes, the citizens of old New York relied on the wiles of High Constable Jacob Hays to solve their crimes. Even though others would go on to eclipse his fame, Hays is considered New York’s first real detective.


Jacob Hays was born during the Revolutionary War in Bedford, New York. His father, David Hays, was a merchant who served under General George Washington and allowed the future president to use his shop to hold staff meetings. As a seven-year-old, young Jacob joined the cause by helping sneak a herd of cattle through enemy lines. In 1798, David asked Aaron Burr to help his son get a position as a marshal in New York City. Jacob’s early success led to his appointment as high constable by the mayor in 1802. He oversaw a small constabulary of twenty-eight part-time watchmen who after their day jobs worked from dusk to dawn under a system that was first established by the Dutch in 1658 and kept in place by the English when they gained control of New York City in 1674.


Although the high constable was supposed to handle administrative chores such as processing writs and court orders, Hays expanded his duties to include peacekeeping and crime solving. He spent up to eighteen hours a day patrolling the wards of Lower Manhattan using little more than a wooden staff and a swift kick to enforce the law. He was the first New York policeman to shadow a criminal. His reputation was such that whenever there was trouble, the city fathers would cry, “Set old Hays at them.”


It was said that his mere presence coupled with a stern warning to go home was usually enough to quell a street brawl and disperse the troublemakers, but more than likely a few well-aimed blows were required to get the message across. The high constable was said to reward a suspected liar with a crack on the shin with his staff, shouting, “Good citizens tell the truth!”


In solving murders of his day, Hays relied on his wits, his powerful recall, and his innate ability to outsmart suspects. Sometime in 1820—the exact date is long forgotten, as is the name of the victim—Hays was called to Coenties Alley in the First Ward, near Coenties Slip and just north of Fraunces Tavern. In those days, dozens of boat slips lined the shore of Manhattan’s southern tip. A dead shipmaster had been found with a fatal wound to the head. The victim appeared to have been killed during a robbery. Hays rightly assumed the perpetrator was a fellow sailor, since the neighborhood teemed with them and so many were of questionable character. He zeroed in on the captain’s bunkmate, a sailor named Johnson. He was a capable liar who convinced everyone but Hays of his innocence. Fortunately, Hays had one last trick up his sleeve to prove his theory. In one of the first mentioned uses of psychology to gain a confession, Hays had Johnson brought to City Hall, where the shipmaster’s corpse was being kept until burial. Hays pulled off the shroud covering the captain’s remains and bellowed, “Look at the body; have you ever seen that man before?”


Johnson turned pale at the sight and blurted out, “Yes, Mr. Hays, I murdered him.”


The admission sent him to the gallows, but as the hangman’s noose was placed around his neck, Johnson recanted. Hays climbed the scaffold and glared at him until he admitted his guilt. “Get on with it. I killed him… I can’t lie while that man has his eyes on me.”


As time went on Hays’s legend grew, as did the size of the force under him, but it was Hays’s exploits that garnered the headlines.
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The businesses on bustling South Street in Lower Manhattan were favorite targets of sneak thieves and burglars in the early 1800s.
















THE CITY BANK ROBBERY


Year 1831
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52 Wall Street was the location of the first recorded bank robbery in New York City.
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By the mid-1800s Wall Street was already the financial center of New York City and a prime location for crime.


One of the first recorded bank robberies in New York City occurred during the wee hours of March 20, 1831. Two bandits, James Honeyman and William Murray, gained entrance into the City Bank (Citibank today) on Wall Street by surreptitiously making wax impressions of the locks and forging their own set of keys. After rifling through the vault and safe deposit boxes, the pair escaped into the night with $254,000 in bank notes and coins (the equivalent of $54 million today) concealed under their cloaks. When notified of the robbery, Hays immediately suspected Honeyman, a well-known thief of the day, but could find no evidence to act upon until several days had passed.


Honeyman used a portion of the proceeds to take up residence in a boardinghouse in Lower Manhattan. His mysterious comings and goings roused the curiosity of the maid. One night she peeked through the keyhole and observed him in the company of a stranger counting a pile of money on the bed. The excited maid told the landlord, who in turn notified Constable Hays. The rules pertaining to search warrants were not yet codified, so Hays simply waited for Honeyman to leave the house before examining his room in the presence of the landlord. Hays recovered approximately $185,000 of the stolen money secreted in a pair of sturdy wooden chests. That still left some $70,000 unaccounted for. From the maid’s description of the stranger, Hays believed him to be Honeyman’s good friend and fellow thief William Murray. The two had made acquaintance many years before in Australia at the Botany Bay Penal Colony.
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This reward notice offers $5,000 for information leading to the recovery of stolen property. Interestingly, it makes no mention of apprehension of the perpetrators.
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A sentence of hard labor at Sing Sing prison meant working the rock quarries in upstate New York.


Hays had little trouble apprehending Honeyman, but Murray fled to parts unknown. Unfortunately, because he did not recover all the stolen money, there were whispers that Hays had pocketed the balance for himself. It turned out that Honeyman had paid $37,000 to his brother-in-law, a fellow named Parkinson, who also happened to be the locksmith who forged the keys for the robbery. Parkinson was caught when he foolishly tried to exchange some of the notes at the very same bank where they were stolen. Hays searched Parkinson’s shop and found his share of the loot stashed under the floorboards. Hays agreed to let him go in exchange for information on Murray’s whereabouts. Parkinson said that Murray was hiding out in the City of Brotherly Love. Hays contacted his counterpart in Philadelphia to be on the lookout for Murray.


It took over a year before an arrest was made. Murray and Honeyman were sentenced to five years hard labor at Sing Sing prison. In exchange for a shorter sentence, Murray confessed that he had buried what was left of the money under a tree in Philadelphia. Hays sent his son to the location to dig it up. The remaining banknotes were recovered and returned to the bank, thus saving Hays’s reputation.
















THE MURDER OF HELEN JEWETT


Year 1836
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An artistic rendering of murder victim Helen Jewett drawn shortly after she was discovered dead in her boudoir. The terrible burns to the lower half of her body were barely depicted in the drawing.


Early Sunday morning, April 10, 1836. Dorcas Doyen, aka Helen Jewett, an attractive, well-read, twenty-three-year-old prostitute from Maine, was found butchered and burned in her boudoir in Lower Manhattan. A New York Herald reporter on the scene wrote of Jewett’s beauty, “The body looked as white—as full—as polished as the pure Parisan marble. The perfect figure—the exquisite limbs—the fine face—the full arms—the beautiful bust—all surpassing in every respect the Venus de Medici’s.”


Several months before her death, Jewett fell hard for a handsome young store clerk, Richard Robinson (who went by the name Frank Rivers), after he rescued her from the clutches of a drunken hooligan. She rewarded him with a private tryst at her elegant quarters at 41 Thomas Street, a brothel that Jewett shared with nine other ladies of the night. (According to Inspector Thomas Byrnes’s account many years later, her bedroom “would have done credit to the palace of Cleopatra.”) While Jewett was smitten, Robinson was not of the mind-set to limit himself to one mistress, no matter how pretty she was. When Jewett discovered that he was with another woman, she tailed him to a bawdy house several blocks north on Broome Street and violently confronted her rival. She and Robinson soon reconciled, but before long his wandering eye got the best of him. This time she threatened to kill herself and make it appear that he was the culprit. Robinson, whose father was a prominent politician in Connecticut, was so terrified at the prospect of being framed for murder that he agreed to marry her. But it was only a ruse, because he was already courting yet another woman. This time when Jewett found out, she made the mistake of putting her threat in writing.
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Despite Jacob Hays’s efforts to solve Helen Jewett’s murder, a jury of his peers declared Richard Robinson “not guilty.” After the verdict, Robinson moved to Texas.


Robinson paid her a visit on the night of April 9. He arrived at approximately ten P.M. It was drizzling, so he wore a black cloak to protect himself from the elements. Jewett was overheard greeting him at the door by the bordello madam, Rosina Townsend. “Oh my dear Frank, how glad I am that you have come,” she said.


Robinson gave no reply, however, and as he walked past Townsend he took care to conceal his face with his cape. The two then retired to Jewett’s room to share a bottle of champagne and a night of lovemaking. At about two A.M., after most of the clients had gone home, Maria Stevens, whose room was directly across the hallway from Jewett’s, heard a thud and a moan from inside Helen’s chambers. Stevens cracked the door and observed a tall man, obscured by a black cloak and holding an oil-filled lamp, quietly exit Jewett’s room and tiptoe down the stairs. Inexplicably, Stevens went back to bed without investigating the noise.


At three A.M. Madam Townsend made a final check of the premise and saw Jewett’s oil lamp glowing on a table in the parlor. She also noticed the back door was open and called Jewett’s name, thinking perhaps she had ventured outside to use the privy. When there was no answer she went upstairs to return the lamp. As she opened the door to Jewett’s room, the rush of air stirred smoldering flames from within and sent dark smoke billowing into the hallway. Her screams of “Fire!” stirred the other female residents. Their shouts in turn alerted three night watchmen in the area. As the watchmen rushed into the dwelling, the remaining patrons beat a hasty retreat into the night.


Fortunately, the watchmen were able to extinguish the fire before it spread to other rooms. When the smoke cleared, they found Jewett’s half-burned corpse sprawled out on the mahogany bed clad in the charred remains of a lacy nightgown. There was a deep gash in her right temple. The coroner, an assistant police captain, and a full-time constable who served under Hays were called on to investigate.


That morning the authorities recovered a bloody hatchet in the back alley, presumed to be the murder weapon, along with a long black cloak, which appeared to have been discarded near a high fence that the killer had scaled to escape, as evidenced by scuff marks in the thin whitewash. After questioning Madam Townsend, the officers determined that Robinson was the prime suspect and rushed to his boardinghouse a half mile away to arrest him. They found him asleep with his roommate, James Tew. When asked why his trousers were stained with whitewash, he would only say, “This is a bad business.”


After a coroner’s inquest, Robinson’s trial took place on June 2, 1836. The prosecutor proved that the hatchet came from a store where Robinson clerked. The cloak was positively identified as belonging to him. Even his whitewash-stained trousers were put into evidence. But the witness who saw him leave Jewett’s room, Maria Stevens, died under mysterious circumstances before the trial. Another woman who said that she observed Robinson fleeing from the scene vanished before she could offer testimony against him. These were two very fortunate coincidences for the accused.


In his own defense, Robinson’s lawyer offered an alibi of sorts. A fellow grocer, whose store was several blocks away from Thomas Street, had sworn to the constable that he was with Robinson at the exact time that Mrs. Townsend said she heard Jewett greet him, and therefore could not have been the killer. Although the grocer committed suicide before the trial, the judge allowed his statements put into evidence but gave little credence to any of the testimony provided by the women of the brothel.


After a short deliberation, the jury came back with a not guilty verdict. Many people thought a juror had been paid off. In either case, Robinson realized he had gotten the break of a lifetime and set off for the Texas frontier, where it was reported that he died several years later.
















A PROPER POLICE FORCE


Years 1845–1857
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Chief Matsell wanted his patrolmen to wear uniforms to identify them to the public, but it took several years to get them to comply with his order.


Hays retired from active duty during 1844, but retained the honorary title of high constable until his death in 1850. The constabulary, which had grown to 1,000 watchmen (with 500 working and 500 off each night), by then was disbanded in favor of a new Municipal Police Department created specifically to meet the needs of the growing metropolis. The force was staffed by 889 men assigned to wards (precincts today) who now worked day and night shifts and were directly supervised by captains.


George W. Matsell, a thirty-eight-year-old Englishman who came to America as a boy, spearheaded the reform effort when he was a police magistrate. For his efforts he was named the first chief of police for New York City by Mayor William Havemeyer in 1845.


Upon taking charge he declared that the force would be an efficient organization for the prevention and detection of crime. With that in mind, he set about making changes that many of the watchmen who stayed on did not like. He issued the department’s first rule book, a ninety-page tome. According to one officer, “A policeman would not live one year if he acted up to these regulations.”


When Matsell decreed each officer wear an eight-pointed brass star over his left breast as a means of identification, most officers ignored his directive because they regarded the badge more as a symbol of servitude than as a symbol of authority. He ordered his men to wear a rudimentary uniform consisting of a blue frock with black buttons starting in 1853. This was contentious, because patrolmen tended to wear their shabbiest clothes to work rather than chance having whatever good clothes they owned ruined in the performance of duty. Detectives and the men who aspired to become detectives had their own reasons for resisting a uniform. They were referred to as shadows, and they believed that they needed to remain anonymous in order to sneak up on thieves. Matsell insisted, wanting the public to be able to distinguish his patrolmen from the bums that roamed the streets of Manhattan.


One of the young officers aspiring to become a shadow one day was George W. Walling. He was born in New Jersey in 1823 and moved to New York City in 1845 after spending several years at sea working on a freighter. He never gave much thought about becoming a policeman until a friend who was leaving the municipal force offered him an opportunity to take his place. At the time, the recommendation of an alderman and the consent of the mayor was all that was needed. His friend made the arrangements, and in 1847 Walling became a patrolman at an annual salary of $600.


The following year, a string of weekend burglaries in Lower Manhattan brought much embarrassment to Matsell and the department. Patrolman Walling made his bones helping to solve it.
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George Washington Matsell served as the first chief of the Municipal Police after it was created in 1845. INSET: The eight-point badge worn by Chief Matsell.
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This 1840 map of New York City shows the business and residential areas patrolled by the Night Watch. As the city expanded northward, the need for a better system of policing became apparent and led to the creation of the Municipal Police in 1844.
















THE BUTTON CASE


Year 1848
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The area where several stores in the area of Broadway and Maiden Lane were robbed during 1848.

























If the clew is worthless today, it may be more valuable tomorrow.


—GEORGE W. WALLING




After a series of break-ins at a mercantile shop on Maiden Lane, Chief of Police Matsell dispatched George Walling and two other officers, Theodore Shadbolt and John Reed, to investigate. Among the items missing were three pairs of suspenders, which Walling took to mean that three perpetrators were involved in the theft. Reed then came across an unusual cloth-covered button on the floor. This style of button was commonly used on sack coats, which were just becoming popular. Once they were satisfied that the button did not come from an employee’s jacket, the officers paid Matsell a visit and told him that they believed that it came from the overcoat of one of the thieves. Matsell was intrigued. It was the first clue his officers had found since the burglaries started. He alerted the rest of the force to be on the lookout for a man wearing a sack coat missing such a button.


Six weeks passed before Shadbolt spotted three known thieves going into the Chatham Street Theater. What particularly piqued his interest was that one of the men was wearing a sack coat. But Shadbolt had been on the force for many years, and he was certain the men would recognize him if he confronted them. Worse, they might escape. He called Walling on the adjacent post and brought him back to the theater. He pointed out the trio in the balcony and told Walling to sit next to them during the show to get a better look at the sack coat’s buttons. Sure enough, Walling observed that one of the buttons on the suspect’s sack coat had been replaced. He hurried downstairs to tell his partner and formulate a plan. It was decided that Walling would tail them when they left the theater. Shadbolt stayed behind and waited to hear from Walling.


Walling followed them to a boarding house on Duane Street, and once he was satisfied that they were in bed for the night, he sent for Shadbolt. He asked Shadbolt to find Reed and another cop named John Wade and have them meet him in front of the lodge at daybreak. When the officers arrived that morning, they barged into the rooming house and arrested the three men before they even got out of bed. During a search of the suspects at Chief Matsell’s office, it was discovered that each man was wearing a pair of suspenders in the same style as the ones taken from the store on Maiden Lane. The suspenders, however, were a big seller, and the shopkeeper not could swear they were the actual ones stolen that night.


The case was on the verge of falling apart until Walling came up with an idea to have Shadbolt play good cop, pretending to befriend the thieves and advising them it was in their best interest to confess. The ploy worked. Soon afterward, the three men admitted to their crimes, and the police recovered additional goods stolen during seven separate burglaries. Each of the perpetrators received a three-year prison sentence. As a reward for his excellent work, Chief Matsell assigned Walling to work directly for him.
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The buttons on sack coats were unique because they were covered with the same cloth as the coat. This knowledge helped Patrolman Walling solve the crime.
















MUNICIPALS VS. METROPOLITANS


Year 1857
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With the two police forces battling each other, crime flourished. Harper’s Weekly wrote, “New York presents to the eyes of her sister cities the disgraceful spectacle of confirmed anarchy.” This festering quarrel came to a head with a riot on June 15 that had to be put down by the Seventh Regiment.























[image: image]


In 1857 the state-created Metropolitan Police began to patrol Manhattan, Brooklyn, Staten island, and parts of Westchester. The force was headquartered at 413 Broome Street in Manhattan.


Despite successes like the Button Case, the state legislature did not believe the Municipal Police Department was up to the task of keeping the city safe. Mob rule seemed to be the order of the day. Mayor Fernando Wood, a Democrat aligned with the corrupt Tammany Hall, had final say in all police matters. He seemed to be willing to have the department look the other way when his friends were involved.


This caused the Republican-led state legislature to pass a law in 1857 called the Metropolitan Police Act to supplant the Municipal Police Department. The governor would take control of the police force in New York City as well as the outlying counties of Kings, Richmond, and Westchester, which included the Bronx.


Mayor Wood claimed the law was unconstitutional. He refused to acknowledge the state’s authority take away his police, because the law still required the city to pay the patrolmen’s salaries. When the State Supreme Court overruled him, it left the members of the Municipal Police in a quandary.


When the Supreme Court declared the law constitutional, George Walling signed on as a captain with the Metropolitan Police. Three hundred Municipal patrolmen followed him. Meanwhile Chief Matsell and the remaining eight hundred or so patrolmen stayed loyal to Mayor Wood. The city was not big enough for two departments, which with new appointments swelled to between 800 and 1,100 members each. The patrolmen fought not only criminals but one another. The violence got so out of hand that a warrant for inciting a riot was issued for Mayor Wood’s arrest; it was given to Captain Walling to execute.


Wood and Matsell got wind of the plan and made plans to stop it. On June 16, 1857, hundreds of Municipal patrolmen were waiting outside City Hall when Captain Walling and fifty Metropolitans approached. A fierce battle broke out between the two forces. Twelve patrolmen were severely injured during the melee. Matsell was just about to declare victory when soldiers from the Seventh Regiment intervened and prevented further mayhem. Matsell told the mayor the game was up. Wood reluctantly accepted the writ and ceded control to the Metropolitan Police, although the transition was anything but smooth. Meanwhile, Matsell retired to Iowa and took up farming for a while before returning to New York where he kept his hand in police work as publisher of the National Police Gazette magazine.
















THE DRAFT RIOTS


Year 1863
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William Jones was walking down Clarkson Street after buying a loaf of bread. He was set upon by rioters, who lynched him from a tree and then set a fire under his corpse.























The Civil War had been under way for more than two years, yet by the summer of July 1863, the final outcome was still unknown. As the horrors of battle became more apparent, volunteers in the North willing to join the Union cause were dwindling in numbers. President Abraham Lincoln ordered all able-bodied men to register for the draft. This did not sit well with most New York City residents. Many had Democratic leanings and were sympathetic to the South. Draft offices were vandalized by organized mobs armed with knives and clubs. It was necessary to place them under guard, but the police were severely outnumbered and many suffered beatings at the hands of the gangsters.


During a pitched battle to prevent a mob from taking over a gun shop, Captain Walling ordered his patrolmen to kill everyone with a club fighting against them. After putting down the riot, Walling told his men to position themselves behind a barricade and prepare for another onslaught. Governor Horatio Seymour came to see the situation for himself. He complained to Walling about the number of dead in the street. Walling said that he was only obeying orders, and if they came back, he would attack again.


Despite the best efforts of the police to restore order and the heroic actions attributed to Walling, the Union Army was forced to come to the city’s aid and squash the rebellion, but not before fifty soldiers, eighty blacks, and three policemen lost their lives. The situation was far worse for the rioters. Two thousand of them died and another eight thousand suffered serious injuries.
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The draft wheel used in New York City to pick names during the Civil War. TOP RIGHT: After the draft riots, the draft resumed without incident in August 1863.
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After the draft riots, the draft resumed without incident in August 1863.
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The order that led to the draft riots. Of the 750,000 men who registered for the draft, only 45,000 actually served.

















POST-CIVIL WAR POLICING



Years 1865–1890
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An 1873 illustration of the duties of police includes the 1871 flag given to police by the citizens of NYC, with the Latin version of the police force’s official motto, “Faithful Unto Death,” for their courage during the draft riots of 1863 and the Orange riots of 1870–1871.























After the war, a new generation of police officers joined the department and began moving up the ranks to positions of power. Tammany Hall’s William “Boss” Tweed managed to get a city Democrat elected governor. Together they used their political pull to force the state legislature to form a new city charter in 1870. An important part of the legislative act broke up the Metropolitan Police Department and returned control of the police in Richmond and Kings back to their respective counties. The departments in Manhattan and the western portion of the Bronx became what is now called the New York Police Department.


Mayor Havemeyer returned to office in 1873 and brought back his friend George Matsell for a short time to run the new department. During the summer of 1874, the hero of the Civil War draft riots, Captain George Walling, replaced Matsell as superintendent of police. Matsell passed away in July 1877.


During his twelve years in charge of the force, Walling did his best to steer the department clear of politics. It was not easy for him, because he was a Republican in a city that was controlled by Tammany Hall Democrats. He was forced to retire due to age on May 28, 1885. He died seven years later at age sixty-eight.


While extremely competent policemen, neither Jacob Hays, George Matsell, nor George Walling would impact the New York Police Department like its first chief of detectives, Inspector Thomas Byrnes.
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Superintendent George W. Walling in his police uniform
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The badge worn by Superintendent George W. Walling when he took command of the Municipal Police in 1874.

















THE MANHATTAN BANK ROBBERY



Year 1878
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Inspector Thomas Byrnes was elevated to chief of detectives in March 1880 after solving the Manhattan Savings Bank robbery.























Thomas Byrnes, a twenty-one-year-old Irishman, joined the Metropolitan Police Department in December 1863 after having served in the Union Army during the first two years of the Civil War. In October 1878, as the captain of the old Fifteenth Precinct on Mercer Street serving under Police Superintendent George Walling, Byrne distinguished himself by singlehandedly solving a robbery of the Manhattan Savings Bank in which $3,500,000 in cash and securities was stolen over the course of three hours. Despite the fact that most of the pilfered bonds were nonnegotiable, at the time it was considered the greatest bank heist in the history of the United States.


Byrnes was attending Sunday Mass when he was informed that the venerable bank, located within the thick stone walls of the six-story Manhattan Bank Building at Broadway and Bleecker Street, had been robbed overnight. The elderly bank custodian, who lived in a basement apartment below the bank, said that he had been taken by surprise earlier that morning by six masked gunmen who threatened to kill him, his sickly wife, and his mother in-law if he did not unlock the door to the bank. Once he let the robbers in, they tied him, his wife, and mother-in-law up and kept them under guard until the job was done. Their masks prevented him from identifying them.


As Byrnes surveyed the scene of the robbery, he noticed that ten of the twenty-five safe deposit boxes were still untouched, and the expensive tools specially created to open the safe had been left behind. To his trained mind that meant the gang had been interrupted in the middle of the robbery and fled in haste with whatever proceeds they had at hand. No witnesses, however, reported seeing them inside the bank, despite the large plate glass windows, or leaving the bank with large bundles of cash and bonds.
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Manhattan Savings Institution housed the Manhattan Savings Bank that was robbed on October 27, 1878.
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Jimmy Hope, career criminal and one of the masterminds behind the Manhattan Savings Bank robbery, never went to jail for this crime. However, a later bank robbery in San Francisco sent to him San Quentin for seven years.
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John Hope, Jimmy Hope’s son, was caught by Captain Byrnes and sentenced to twenty years of hard labor at Sing Sing for his role in the Manhattan Savings Bank robbery. He was pardoned and released in 1890.


Byrnes concluded that the robbers could not have pulled off the theft without inside help and outside financing. He immediately suspected Patrick Shevlin, the bank’s day watchman, and his own patrolman, John Nugent, who covered the post, to be accomplices. Surely, he thought, any patrolman worth his salt should have spotted the robbers during the course of three hours. But rather than accuse either of them right away, he put plainclothesmen on their tails until he was ready to question them.


In the meantime, Byrnes narrowed the short list of suspects capable of pulling off such a daring break-in to George Leonidas Leslie, “king of the bank robbers,” and his gang, whom he believed were being bankrolled by the well-known female fence, Fredericka “Marm” Mandelbaum. The problem was that Leslie’s corpse had been found rotting in a wooded lot near the Bronx/Westchester border the previous June. Although the coroner ruled his death a suicide, Byrnes suspected that Leslie had been murdered by one of his cohorts after becoming involved in a love triangle, since the man’s wife was also found dead. Mandelbaum paid for Leslie’s burial.


As far as Byrnes was concerned, the fact that Leslie was long dead by the time of the robbery did not mean that he was not the mastermind behind it. Leslie was an architect by trade and routinely used blueprints to plan his heists. Before his death, law enforcement authorities connected him to 80 percent of the major bank burglaries in America between 1869 and 1878.


After two months passed with little progress being made, Byrnes decided it was time to bring in the bank’s day watchman after his men reported that Shevlin was spotted in the company of Tom “Shang” Draper, a known confidant of the late George Leslie. It took several days of intense questioning and a bit of clever deception on Byrnes’s part to get Shevlin to confess. Byrnes arrested two men who had nothing to do with the robbery, but he told Shevlin they were ready to tell all in exchange for immunity. Since Shevlin did not know the identity of the other gangsters, he assumed Byrnes was telling the truth and jumped at the opportunity to save his own skin. Once they served their purpose, Byrnes released the pair without charging them with a crime.


Shevlin admitted to having been approached by Leslie. In exchange for a share of the take, he provided Leslie with access to the bank when it was closed so that he could figure out how to crack the safe. After Leslie died, Shevlin said that gang member Jimmy Hope took over as ringleader and finalized the arrangements for the heist.


Despite his best efforts, Byrnes never was able to apprehend Jimmy Hope, but Hope’s son, Johnny, and several of his collaborators were arrested and tried for the robbery. Johnny Hope was sentenced to twenty years of hard labor. Accomplice Bill Kelley received ten years in jail. Somehow, all of the other partners escaped prison, including Patrolman John Nugent, who, for reasons even the presiding judge could not understand, was found not guilty after trial. For his part, Nugent claimed that Byrnes’s case against him was “nothing but a concocted conspiracy.”
















THOMAS BYRNES CHANGES THE FORCE


Year 1880
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A staged image from Professional Criminals of America of a reluctant suspect being forced to sit for the dreaded “mug shot.”


Thomas Byrnes was promoted to chief of detectives in March 1880 and placed in command of the forty-man Detective Bureau. One of his first official acts was to open a special office in the New York Stock Exchange and outfit it with telephone lines connected to all banks. Next he declared the entire area of Manhattan south of Fulton Street and including the Financial District “the Dead Line” for criminals and ordered his men to arrest on sight any known criminal loitering in the zone. Years later Byrnes bragged that not so much as a postage stamp went missing after that. In return, the grateful Wall Street bankers rewarded him with inside stock tips that made him a millionaire.


In 1886 Byrnes wrote the most authoritative book to date, Professional Criminals of America, which described the crimes and criminals of New York City. The text was accompanied by remarkably clear photographs of the actual criminals and crimes that they specialized in, whether it be forgery, bank sneak thieving, confidence work, burglary, pickpocketing, or shoplifting. Each crime was explained in detail along with the physical attributes of the individual criminals.
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Maiden Lane circa 1890.


At the time, pistols were not readily available to the general public and those that were, were expensive. Inspector Arthur Carey, commanding officer of the first NYPD Homicide Squad, recalled in his autobiography, Memoirs of a Murder Man, “A man with a gun was a good capture. Thieves of the old days were not gun carriers.”


As a result, few of the murders Inspector Byrnes documented involved a firearm; however, that did not deter people from killing each other, and whenever a dead body was discovered, it was left to him and the men under his command, the Detective Bureau’s Central Office at 300 Mulberry Street, to figure out who did it. Sometimes they were successful, sometimes they were not, but in each instance Byrnes ensured that great care was taken to carry out a most thorough investigation.


While gruesome murders and daring robberies certainly captured the public’s attention, it was petty crimes that kept Byrnes and his men most busy. During the nineteenth century, crime was a way of life for the impoverished. Byrnes once said, “Poverty is held by the world to be the badge of the crime.” Many of these criminals could be found in Inspector Byrnes’s “Rogues Gallery,” where mug shots were put on display for policemen to view at Headquarters and printed in his book for the public’s perusal. The last thing the criminals wanted was to have their portraits taken because it took away what they treasured most—anonymity. On many occasions they put up fierce struggles to avoid the mugging process, as picture taking was called, compelling detectives to sometimes employ harsh means to compel their cooperation.


While Byrnes preferred to use psychological methods to obtain confessions from reluctant suspects, he was not against using excessive force when the mind tricks failed. This approach became known as the Third Degree, and Byrnes knew better than anyone how to get a suspect to admit guilt.


When the initial round of questioning (the First Degree) by the arresting officer and the second round (the Second Degree) by the assigned detective failed to yield results, Byrnes, who was the third in line in the interrogation process, took over—hence the Third Degree. Very often the police administered a beating to obtain a confession from a reluctant suspect.


The method was covertly sanctioned by the courts. In his 1931 autobiography, Behind the Green Lights, NYPD Captain Cornelius Willemse wrote, “When a hold-up mob is brought into court with faces bandaged, it can be assumed that all of them didn’t fall down the stairs or roll off a bunk accidently.”


When gangsters refused to talk, the Third Degree or just the threat of the Third Degree loosened their lips. Although defense attorneys frequently complained that their clients’ confessions were coerced by threats and intimidation, judges tended to side with the police.


Chief of Detectives Byrnes also launched the nation’s first daily lineup, in which prisoners were paraded before detectives each morning at Police Headquarters. The practice continued well into the twentieth century and permitted detectives to view suspects up close and in person for the purpose of solving other crimes the defendants were thought to have committed.
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Rogue’s Gallery at the Detective Bureau Central Office at police headquarters, 300 Mulberry Street.
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Thomas Byrnes at the time of his appointment to superintendent of police.

















COMMON CRIMES OF THE NINETEENTH CENTURY



Years 1800s
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While most criminals were male, Byrnes noted that women had a propensity to shoplift and included them in Professional Criminals of America to make shop owners aware of it.























Thieves of the nineteenth century tended to specialize in a particular type of crime, especially in large cities like New York where the opportunities were boundless. Lawbreakers often tried several different illicit vocations before they settled on their one true calling.


Professional hotel and boardinghouse thieves, unlike street thugs, were by and large a patient, well-dressed lot. They kept abreast of the comings and goings in the best hotels, often checking in under assumed names in an establishment they intended to burglarize. They would observe the clientele and carefully select their prey. They were experts at picking locks. A good thief could slide a thin two-pronged nipper into the keyhole to open a lock in seconds. Even the seemingly impenetrable slide bolt was no match for a crooked piece of wire and their nimble fingers. When guests reported the thefts in the morning, it was nearly impossible to prove, because the thieves usually slid the bolt back into position before fleeing. The ironic twist was that the innocent lodgers were often accused of making up the robberies to get out of paying the bills.


Even sneak thieves who did not possess the manual dexterity to pick locks were just as successful using other means. They would check into a room at a luxurious hotel and tamper with the door lock mechanism so that it could easily be defeated at a time of their choosing. Then they would lay in wait for a rich guest to check into the room. While the occupant was at breakfast, the thief would pop the loosened lock plate with a screwdriver, make his way into the room, and steal anything and everything of value in a matter of minutes. By the time the guest returned, the thief was on a train heading for parts unknown. Byrnes fully documented no fewer than twenty-one men who made their living in this manner.


Most of the vice in old New York took place in an area nicknamed “the Tenderloin.” It got its unique moniker from police captain Alexander “Clubber” Williams. After taking command of the Nineteenth Precinct (after paying a bribe of $15,000 for the assignment), which covered the area from Broadway to Ninth Avenue and Twenty-Third Street to Forty-Second Street, he uttered these famous words, “I’ve had nothing but chuck steak for a long time and now I’m going to get a bit of tenderloin.”


[image: image]


Captain Alexander “Clubber” Williams was known for his ability to wield the billy club and for giving the Tenderloin precinct its infamous name, after paying a $15,000 bribe to take over the command.


Within the Tenderloin, a one-square-block area bordered by Sixth and Seventh Avenues and Thirty-Second and Thirty-Third Streets, was considered the “Negro” quarter, where black prostitutes wearing wigs passed themselves off as Spanish to naïve visitors to the city and certain locals who would rather not admit they were paying for sex with black women.


Streetwalkers were an unsavory bunch who dabbled in pickpocketing whenever the opportunity arose. It was easy for them to lure drunken johns into dark alleys and rifle through their pockets during the sex act. A john who preferred the safety of a private encounter in a brothel was victimized just as often. If he flashed a large wad of cash, the prostitute took him to a special room, then had him undress and hang his clothes on a hook attached to the wall. As they engaged in sex, the girl’s accomplice pushed against the rigged panel to which the hook was attached; the panel would revolve until the clothes were in the adjoining room. There her partner in crime took most of the money and replaced it with worthless strips of cut paper. A couple of real bills were left on top of the roll before it was returned to the pocket and the wall panel rotated back in place. By the time the victim discovered he had been robbed, the prostitute was long gone, and since disorderly houses were illegal (although tolerated when the proper authorities were paid off), johns got little sympathy from the police. Any attempt to force the police to make an arrest was usually countered by the prostitute threatening blackmail.


The “creeper” was a variation on the same game, except the prostitute’s partner creeped into the room through an opening at the bottom of the door and rummaged through the john’s pockets for money and jewelry while he was otherwise engaged.


Pickpockets used a variety of techniques. Many worked in teams of two or more, with one acting as the stall, and the other the dip. The stall would typically ingest a great quantity of garlic and approach a potential victim for the intent purpose of distracting him with his bad breath. As the victim retreated in disgust, a third gang member would jostle him at the same moment the dip reached into his pockets. Then the gang would disappear into the crowd and rendezvous at a predetermined location to split the profits.
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Hundreds of thousands of mourners gathered for President Ulysses S. Grant’s funeral cortege, which seemed like an ideal situation for pickpockets. Chief of Detectives Thomas Byrnes wrote, “the perfect police arrangements, however, frustrated the plans of these rogues, and… not a single watch or pocket-book was stolen.”


Some thieves preferred to work alone and only in specific situations. James Wells, aka “Funeral Wells,” liked to mix in with the bereaved friends and family at funerals. The last thing the mourners expected was to be relieved of their prized possessions during a wake, but that was just what Funeral Wells did. He was so good at his trade that he once claimed to have stolen a watch out of an undertaker’s pocket while helping him load a coffin into a hearse.


Whenever there was a big event taking place in New York City, Byrnes took extraordinary measures to keep the public safe. Prior to the funeral procession of former president Ulysses S. Grant in July 1885 for example, Byrnes ordered every known pickpocket to be rounded up. Then just to be sure that out-of-town sneak thieves did not come in to take their places, he stationed his men at every train depot to effect arrests on sight. Afterward he reported that even though there were hundreds of thousands of mourners lined up along the route, not a single pocket watch or purse was lifted.


Byrnes believed that members of the fairer sex had a particular affinity for shoplifting. Of them he wrote, “The female shoplifter has that touch of nature left in her which makes a clothing store, variety bazaar or jewelry establishment the most delightful spot to exercise her cunning.” He was also of the opinion that most kleptomaniacs were women. “It is the sex’s affinity for finery that nine times out of ten gets them into trouble,” he wrote.


To conceal pilfered goods, female shoplifters sewed extra pockets into their billowy ankle-length skirts in which to deposit purloined merchandise. Cloaks, Byrnes said, were good for concealing larger items that women carried out of the stores without paying.

















THE END OF AN ERA: POLICE REFORMER THEODORE ROOSEVELT TAKES CHARGE



Year 1895
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Teddy Roosevelt as he looked when he was the president of the four-man police board that oversaw the police department.























After twelve glorious years as chief of detectives, Inspector Byrnes was appointed as superintendent of police in 1892. Despite his prowess at detecting crime, he was required to take a civil service exam in order to gain promotion. He passed, but his term lasted only three years.


In March 1894, a series of hearings chaired by Republican state senator Clarence Lexow, known as the Lexow Committee, began to look into misconduct by members of the New York Police Department. Testimony revealed the department was rife with corruption, especially in its handling of vice crimes such as gambling and prostitution, and its enforcement of the blue laws. Payouts to members of the department at all ranks were a regular occurrence if an operator of such businesses wanted to stay in business.


Superintendent Byrnes was grilled on the witness stand for nearly five hours. The riches he claimed to have made on the stock tips came back to haunt him. Although Byrnes denied ever taking a dishonest dollar, few believed it was possible for him to amass a fortune of $350,000 on an annual salary of just $5,000.


William Strong, a reform candidate on the Fusion Party ticket, won the mayoral election in the fall of that year. During the same election, voters in the five boroughs were asked if they wanted consolidate into one large city. They voted yes.


The newspapers reported that the mayor elect intended to appoint Theodore Roosevelt as president of the four-man police board that oversaw the department and that major reform would take place. Byrnes saw the handwriting on the wall and tendered his resignation on December 30, 1894, but the incoming mayor refused to accept it.


Byrnes reluctantly agreed to stay on, but it quickly became obvious to him that Roosevelt had his own ideas about how the department should be run. He seemed more interested in purging the force of corrupt officers, shutting down brothels, and stopping the sale of liquor on Sundays than capturing the odious offenders that Byrnes had made his reputation on. By May 1895, Byrnes had enough of Roosevelt’s meddling and resigned for good. No other chief of detectives would ever rise to command the Department.


That is not to say that Roosevelt was not interested in apprehending felons; he just preferred the scientific method over the methods employed by Byrnes. Positive identification of criminal suspects has always been problematic, even after Byrnes created the Rogues Gallery.


In the late 1800s, a Frenchman named Alphonse Bertillon developed a new means of identification that was used with success by the prefect of police in Paris, France. The Bertillon system relied on anatomical measurements of several different body parts such as circumference of the skull, length of the arm, distance between the eyes, and so on. The measurements, along with photographs of the subject, were recorded on preprinted cards that were kept on file for future reference. In 1895, Roosevelt adopted it for the New York Police Department.
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An illustration from the 1898 book Our Police Protectors by August Costello depicts the everyday travails of New York City policemen.























The method, however, had its drawbacks. While the anatomical measurements were fixed, if the person measuring the length of an arm from shoulder to fingertip did not start in the same exact spot as the person who took the previous measurement, the result was different. The same was true for the circumference of the head. Although special tools were developed to improve the accuracy and consistency of the measurements, by the early 1920s the NYPD, along with other jurisdictions, began to phase out the Bertillon system in favor of fingerprints.


Roosevelt carried out many reforms during his two years in office. When he left to become assistant secretary of the Navy in 1897, most officers were not sad to see him go. He conceded, “I have done nearly all I can do with the police under the present law…” But his further exploits as a Rough Rider during the Spanish American War in 1898 eventually landed him in the White House, making him the only civilian head of the NYPD to become president.


[image: image]


Here a police detective demonstrates how he measures the diameter of a suspect’s hand using the Bertillon method.
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New York police officers have been officially carrying firearms while on duty since 1887. In 1896, the .32-caliber Colt revolver was adopted as the standard weapon.


On January 1, 1898, the law took effect that merged the five boroughs—Manhattan, Brooklyn, Queens, the Bronx, and Staten Island—into the Greater City of New York. With it, eighteen separate police forces in the five boroughs became responsible for patrolling the entire city as one unit: the New York Police Department, or more familiarly, the NYPD. Instead of worrying about crime in an area of about sixty square miles encompassing Manhattan and part of the Bronx, the police officers and detectives now had jurisdiction of more than three hundred square miles, not to mention an additional 1,500,000 people. What follows are their stories.
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Bertillon measurements were detailed on cards with photographs, such as this example that lists the measurements of Alphonse Bertillon himself.

















THE MURDER OF DOLLY REYNOLDS



Year 1898
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Dr. Stephen Kennedy was a prominent dentist from Staten Island with an office in Manhattan. He worked on Dolly’s teeth.























On August 16, 1898, newly minted detective sergeant Arthur Carey was called to room 84 inside the Grand Hotel at West Thirty-First Street and Broadway by Captain George McClusky, head of the Detective Bureau, to handle a murder case. By the time he arrived, the coroner, Dr. Philip O’Hanlon, and Detective Davis had joined McClusky at the scene. According to the front desk ledger, the room had been rented to Mr. and Mrs. E. Maxwell. Whether the dead body of the well-dressed young woman in her early twenties on the floor before them was Mrs. Maxwell they did not know, but they were pretty sure that a homemade bludgeon fashioned from a length of iron and lead pipe lying beside her was the murder weapon.


With the coroner’s permission they lifted the body onto a table and sat it in the upright position. They immediately took note of the dead girl’s natural beauty. Dr. O’Hanlon carefully removed her bonnet and examined the head. There was very little blood. He determined that the fatal strike had been to the base of her skull, a blow so powerful it severed her spine and caused her to suffocate to death.


Next the doctor unbuttoned her blouse. As he did, eight dollar bills and sixty-seven cents in coins spilled out, along with a check drawn from the Garfield National Bank in the amount of $25,000, payable to Emeline C. Reynolds and endorsed by Dudley Gideon and S. J. Kennedy.


Detective Carey said that he was familiar with a bookmaker named Gideon, but his first name was not Dudley; it was Dave. Since the bank was nearby, McClusky dispatched Detective Davis to the location to determine if the check was authentic.


Meanwhile the detectives questioned members of the hotel staff, including the chambermaid who found the victim. The elevator operator recalled seeing the woman the day before in the company of a man wearing a straw hat. The same man was in the hotel room with her when a waiter who had served her lunch went to the room to collect on the bill. She handed him a ten-dollar bill. He gave her $8.67 back. Later that night, a bellhop saw the same man when he delivered a bottle of champagne to the room. Finally, the night clerk noticed the man in the straw hat leave the hotel at half past two in the morning.


Detective Davis reported back that the bank had no depositors by the name of Reynolds or Gideon, but a dentist named Samuel J. Kennedy maintained an account there. Kennedy ran a small dental practice out of an office on West Twenty-Second Street. McClusky ordered Davis to find the dentist and question him about the murder. Davis returned a short time later. He informed them that Kennedy was married and lived on Staten Island. The dentist denied any knowledge of the dead woman in room 84, although it was later learned that she was one of his patients.


The victim was identified as Emeline Reynolds. She was twenty-two years old and went by the name “Dolly.” The police located her mother in Mount Vernon, a suburb just north of the city. She filled in some of the missing details. According to her, Dolly wanted more than anything to be rich and thought New York City offered more opportunities than her hometown. She was very attractive and had a knack for sales, especially books, perhaps other things. Before long, she earned enough money to relocate to Manhattan. Carey had other ideas as to how Dolly financed her move, but he kept them to himself out of respect for her parents. The truth was Dolly had many suitors who paid for her company.
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