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INTRODUCTION
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Historically, women have been thought of as less criminally inclined than men. But this image is hard to mesh with reality, for history is crowded with women who broke the law. When women do commit a criminal act, the story is even more fascinating. It makes front-page news, and a curious public clamor to know the dirty details of the wicked woman who dared commit such an act. Women may have committed less-violent crimes throughout history, but they were certainly a match for men when it came to theft, burglary, forgery, and prostitution. It might be argued that the only difference between men and women is the belief that women were too emotional to commit violent crimes.




The Empire State has certainly produced its fair share of notorious women. After all, if you can make it there, you can make it anywhere as the song goes. From the nineteenth century to near the present day, Pretty Evil New York looks at criminal women of all types, from all walks of life. These eleven women secured their places in New York’s history by committing some of the most sensational crimes of their day. A few of the women in these pages perpetrated their misdeeds because they were truly rotten, but several were driven into a life of crime. Questions still go unanswered in a couple of cases.




Many of these women were immigrants, lured by tales of streets of gold in the New World and seeking new starts, only to find themselves facing the same grinding poverty they had left behind. Only the toughest and most resourceful women could survive and thrive. It was certainly a man’s world, which is not to glorify the lifestyles and choices made by these women but to illustrate what people will do to survive. All of these women have a story to tell. Some of them had a traumatic event that led to them seeing a life in the underworld. The one thing that ties these women together is the fact that they were all either born or ended up in New York State. Pretty Evil New York recounts the thrilling tales of the Empire State’s most clever and misunderstood criminals.




Each chapter of Pretty Evil New York chronicles the life of a woman who committed a crime. Fascinating portraits of these criminal women as individuals emerge from their stories; their cases come to life—as does the state in which they lived. They include Marm Mandelbaum who ran a school for thieves; Lizzie Halliday, one of the earliest known female serial killers; Emma Cunningham, who was sensationally acquitted of murder; and, perhaps most famous of all, Ruth Snyder; the photo of her execution at Sing Sing in 1927 shocked the nation. These shocking but true stories turn common assumptions about crime and women upside down.
















HENRIETTA ROBINSON (1827–1905)
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THE VEILED MURDERESS


In the spring of 1851, a woman named Henrietta Robinson, along with her maid, came to live at 627 River Street in the largely Irish neighborhood in the north end of Troy. Her small white cottage, set well back from the road, was near Oliver Boutwell’s mill. The back of the cottage faced the river, far enough from prying eyes. For about a year, she hardly ventured from her comfortable cottage, although she was cordial to her neighbors. She appeared to be in her late twenties, was “of medium height, with coal-black hair, dark blue eyes, a complexion fairer than art could imitate, and teeth whiter than the snows of her native north.”1 She claimed that her husband was “on the rails,” meaning that he worked for the railroads. But people noticed that a mysterious carriage would show up late at night, leaving at the crack of dawn.


It wasn’t until the winter of 1853, after she’d lost her maid, that Mrs. Robinson began to venture forth into Troy. Directly across the street stood a low wooden building occupied by Timothy Lanagan, a thirty-seven-year-old Irish immigrant; his wife; and their four small children. The building was divided into two, one half serving as the family dwelling, the other as a small grocery and liquor store, a popular hangout for his fellow countrymen. Ever since Mr. Lanagan had opened his business in the fall of 1852, Mrs. Robinson had been one of his most devoted customers, coming in nearly every day to purchase her groceries, along with a steady supply of beer and brandy. She paid her bills on time and was friendly enough with the Lanagans to borrow
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small sums of money from them when she ran low on funds. Despite her eccentricities, the Lanagans regarded her as a friend.


She also became friendly with a young dressmaker named Mary Jane Dillon, the daughter of her gardener, who was only seventeen. Mrs. Robinson hired her to do some mending, but she also tried to turn her into a sort of companion. She gave her a great deal of sewing work and encouraged her to linger at her home for tea and long talks. Mrs. Robinson complained a great deal about her next-door neighbors, the Boutwells, especially Oliver Boutwell, who owned the nearby mill. She alleged that he, his family, and several of his friends had slandered her.


Mrs. Robinson also confided details of her romantic past. Was she the daughter of a French count or was it an Irish lord? Her father threw her out for marrying beneath her, or was it her cruel stepmother? Mary Jane didn’t question the inconsistencies because she enjoyed the stories and the attention of this sophisticated woman who spoke French. When Mary Jane glimpsed a middle-aged man at the cottage, Mrs. Robinson said that it was her husband, Mr. Robinson. On another occasion, she told her that the man was Dr. Potter, a clergyman from Albany. “The days I passed at her house were very pleasant part of the time,” she recalled. But sometimes Mrs. Robinson’s language became coarse. “It consisted of such language as ladies do not often use.” In other words, Mrs. Robinson could swear like a sailor when she chose.2


Her neighbor, Oliver Boutwell, noticed that Mrs. Robinson sometimes acted in a bizarre manner that spring. “I used to see her in the streets, prior to March ’53, when I thought she was the worse for wear for liquor.” Mrs. Robinson continued to slowly unravel. On a rainy day in late April, she walked alone from her home to the Rensselaer County Courthouse. It was unusual and highly dangerous for a respectable woman to be out walking late at night. A woman could be arrested on suspicion of prostitution simply for walking alone.


When she failed to find the chief of police, she poured out her problems to Edwin Brownell, Overseer of the Poor, who was working late. She complained that there had been a group of ruffians around her house, that they had broken in, and she was afraid that they were going to attempt it again. She wanted the chief of police to send someone to protect her house. Brownell tried to get her to go home, but she wouldn’t leave unless he escorted her. Suddenly she mentioned that she had not been well attended of late.


Brownell asked who had neglected her. She replied, John C. Mather. John Cotton Mather was well known to Brownell. He was not only part owner of a brand-new bank in Troy, but he was also a New York State canal commissioner and a direct descendant of Increase Mather and Cotton Mather, a judge at the Salem Witch trials. Mrs. Robinson told Brownell that she had not seen him for some time. She’d heard that he was going to be married, but she was his lawful wife. He would have to avow it when he came back, or she was going to take his life! Brownell noticed that Mrs. Robinson was clearly agitated and probably intoxicated as well.3


But in the spring of 1853, Mather was in trouble. He was charged with ten counts of mismanagement of the seven-million-dollar bill to make improvements to the canal. He was the first person ever impeached in New York. It was so unprecedented that no one knew how to hold an impeachment trial.4 So he probably dropped Mrs. Robinson like a hot potato to focus on his trial.


Then there was the trouble the night of the dance.


It happened in early March of 1853. It wasn’t a big affair, since the Lanagans didn’t have much room, just a single musician played for the dancers. A young man named David Smith approached Mrs. Robinson and asked her to dance. No one overheard the conversation, but Mrs. Robinson claimed he’d insulted her. Pulling out the pistol she kept concealed in her bodice, she aimed it at the young man and threatened to “blow his brains out,” if he ever insulted her again. Seeing the disturbance, Mr. Lanagan hurried over, told her that he would not tolerate “such a noise, and that she must leave.” Mrs. Lanagan took her firmly by the arm and escorted her across the street to her own home.5 Later that night, Mrs. Robinson returned and asked to speak to David Smith. Smith went out, but no one knows what happened between the two of them. However, Smith was known to be a bully and a troublemaker.6




A few days later Mrs. Robinson showed up at the Lanagans’ front door and began to berate Mrs. Lanagan, telling her that she was a “mean woman” who had invited “rowdies to her house to insult me.” She threatened to get the family evicted and their grocers’ license revoked. Roused from his bed by the uproar, Mr. Lanagan ordered Mrs. Robinson to leave the store immediately. “Do you mean to throw out so good a customer?” cried Mrs. Robinson. Mr. Lanagan told her that he “did not want her custom” and repeated the demand. Mrs. Robinson refused. If he wanted her to leave, “he would have to get a constable to do it.” In the end, Mrs. Lanagan convinced her to return home.7


For several weeks Mrs. Robinson boycotted the store, shopping at Peter Cox’s establishment instead. Cox sold hard liquor as well as beer. “I expect she has got the worse for liquor sometimes,” Cox said. “She generally purchased the very best liquor I had and sometimes got a little intoxicated. She usually bought a half pint of brandy or a quart of beer at a time.”8 Gradually, however, she resumed her visits to the store, and by the middle of May, the relationship had returned to its former friendly status. Or so it seemed at the time.


Around this time, Mrs. Robinson’s relationship with Mary Anne Dillon ended. Sometime toward the end of April, Mrs. Robinson showed up at the Dillons’ home, early in the morning, wearing nothing but her nightgown. She requested the loan of a dress so that she could “go down the street and purchase a revolver and take out a warrant for Dave Smith.” Mary Jane supplied the dress, but she sent her sister to pick it up later that day. When Mrs. Robinson called again, Mary Jane turned her away. When she returned three days later, Mary Jane recalled later for the court, “She came in and said she had a warrant for me, that I had slandered her. I asked her what I had said about her. She made no reply, but came up and kissed me, and asked me to forgive her.”9 Mrs. Robinson had employed Mary Jane’s father as a gardener, but now after the break with the family, she hired an elderly neighbor named Mr. Haley. He subsequently moved in with her, probably to provide a measure of security.


So, we have a kept woman, whose protector is otherwise occupied fighting for his political future; who is drinking too much; and who is suffering from anxiety and paranoid delusions that her neighbors are out to get her. Truthfully, the neighbors had probably been gossiping about Mrs. Robinson since she moved to Troy, but now she had become aware of it and it bothered her, especially since her relationship was on the rocks. It was a recipe for disaster.


Shortly after daybreak on Wednesday, May 25th, Mrs. Robinson appeared at the Lanagans’ store, where she purchased a quart of “strong beer” and a pound of soda crackers. A few hours later, she sent her gardener, Mr. Haley, to ask for a loan of two dollars. “I did not let Haley have it. I had the money in the house but did not want to let Mrs. Robinson have it.” While Mrs. Lanagan spoke to Mr. Haley, Mrs. Robinson appeared, wondering what was taking so long. Mrs. Lanagan then told the same lie to Mrs. Robinson, that she didn’t have the money but would try to borrow it. Mrs. Robinson said that she was sorry but that she would be happy to loan Mrs. Lanagan a hundred dollars tomorrow. If Mrs. Robinson had the wherewithal to loan Mrs. Lanagan a hundred dollars, why did she need to borrow two dollars, unless she was testing the woman, to see if she would still oblige her in this way. Now, she had hard proof that they would not.


She returned at eleven o’clock, extremely agitated. She had just received a dreadful telegram, she exclaimed. Her husband, “a very prominent citizen” who was traveling out west, had been hurt in a railway accident. Some of Mr. Lanagan’s buddies were hanging around the store, and one of them joked that he didn’t see what Mrs. Robinson was so upset about. “I have a wife out West,” he said, “and if she was dead, I wouldn’t fret about it.” The remark brought forth a burst of laughter from the others. Clearly the men knew Mrs. Robinson didn’t have a husband. Turning on the men, Mrs. Robinson went off on them. Strangely Mrs. Lanagan, who was only a few feet away, didn’t hear what was said. When Mrs. Robinson came into the kitchen, Mrs. Lanagan told her to go home, this was no place for her to be. Mrs. Robinson left, no doubt stewing about the slights and rebuff of that morning.


She wasn’t gone long. Less than two hours later, Mr. Lanagan, his wife, and his wife’s sister-in-law—twenty-five-year-old Catherine Lubee—were finishing their midday meal at the kitchen table in the back when Mrs. Robinson reappeared. Inviting herself to join them, Mrs. Robinson pointed to an uneaten hard-boiled egg and asked, “Whose is that?”


“Yours if you want it,” Mr. Lanagan said. He rose from his chair and disappeared into the store.


Mrs. Robinson made herself comfortable at the table, while Mrs. Lanagan peeled a potato and set it before her. As she did, she noticed a piece of white paper, folded into a small packet, clutched in one of Mrs. Robinson’s hands. Later she would realize that the little packet contained arsenic. At the time Mrs. Lanagan thought nothing of it.


After polishing off her simple meal, Mrs. Robinson asked for a glass of beer and invited the other two women to join her. Mrs. Lanagan declined, and Catherine Lubee said she didn’t like beer. Clearly, they were hoping that Mrs. Robinson would simply go away but were too polite to tell her. Mrs. Robinson insisted that she wouldn’t leave until the two women joined her. As Mrs. Lanagan rose to fetch the beer, Mrs. Robinson asked if she had any sugar. Mrs. Lanagan was surprised. Why did Mrs. Robinson need sugar? She had already bought nine pounds during the past week. “No, no,” Mrs. Robinson replied. She didn’t want to buy any. She only wanted to mix a little in her beer to make it good.


Mrs. Lanagan returned a few moments later with a saucer with powdered sugar. After she brought in the sugar, she went to fetch a quart measure of beer. When she returned, she noticed that Mrs. Robinson was walking the floor with the saucer in her hand. Having decided to join Mrs. Robinson in a drink after all, she poured the beer into two glasses. Mrs. Robinson complained that the glasses were not full. Indulgent of such a good customer, Mrs. Lanagan went back into the store for more beer. When she returned, Mrs. Robinson was stirring sugar into the tumblers.


After filling the glasses to the brim, Mrs. Lanagan reseated herself and took hold of her glass. As she lifted the glass to her lips, however, she noticed a powdery film on the top of the beer. Thinking, as she later testified, that “it was some dust from the sugar,” she picked up a teaspoon to skim it off. Immediately, Mrs. Robinson grabbed the spoon from her hand, exclaiming, “Don’t do that! That’s the best part!” Then all of a sudden Mrs. Robinson decided that she didn’t want to drink any beer after all.




Just as Mrs. Lanagan was about to take a sip, her husband called out to her. Placing her untouched beer back on the table, she went into the grocery, where he asked her to mind the store while he ran an errand downtown. On his way out he passed through the kitchen, spotted the untouched beer, and paused to drink it. As soon as he drained the glass, he departed. Mrs. Robinson left a few minutes later.


Left alone at the table, Catherine Lubee, who had initially turned down the offer of a drink, decided not to let the beer go to waste. She thought it tasted a little peculiar, but she finished it off. Within minutes, she began to feel sick. Not long afterward, Mrs. Robinson returned yet again. She found Mrs. Lanagan tending to Catherine, who lay groaning on a bed in the back room. Hovering nearby, Mrs. Robinson asked how she felt. “Very poorly,” moaned Catherine. She accused Mrs. Robinson of putting “something in the beer that sickened her.” Mrs. Robinson denied any wrongdoing. She “had put nothing in it,” she told the stricken young woman, “but what would do you good.”


Mr. Lanagan, his normally ruddy face drained of color, showed up a short time later. Staggering across the room, he collapsed on a sofa, convulsed with nausea.


“Run for the doctor,” he managed to gasp. “I am done for.”


Turning on Mrs. Robinson, who stood watching with detached interest, Mrs. Lanagan shrieked, “What have you done? You have killed the father of my children!”


“I have done no such thing,” Mrs. Robinson said. She then stepped toward the sofa, to speak to the agonized grocer, who raised his hands and cried, “Go, woman! Go!”


Dr. Henry Adams, the Lanagans’ family physician, arrived moments later. By then Mr. Lanagan was racked with excruciating abdominal pain and vomiting uncontrollably. Dr. Adams, recognizing his patient had been poisoned, did what he could to relieve his suffering and to bolster his spirits. But Mr. Lanagan was under no illusions about his condition. “The villain has destroyed me,” he told the doctor, “and I shall not recover.”


While Mrs. Lanigan tended to her stricken husband, Mr. Haley returned with a note from Mrs. Robinson, asking if she could visit her at the cottage as soon as possible. Reeling with disbelief that Mrs. Robinson could be so callous, she told Mr. Haley that she could not possibly go. A few hours later, with his family and friends kneeling by his bedside in prayer, he died in the arms of his sobbing wife.10


Despite her pain, Catherine Lubee managed to make her way back to James Lanagan’s where she’d been staying. At nine o’clock that evening, the Rensselaer County coroner, Dr. Reed Bontecou, met with a hurriedly called coroner’s jury. There the men took a bedside deposition from Catherine Lubee. According to Catherine, Mrs. Robinson was particularly concerned that all the sugar in the glass be consumed to the point of holding the spoon containing the dregs and forcing it into her mouth.11 She clung to life until five o’clock the next morning. Her final hours, like those of Timothy Lanagan, were full of unremitting torment.


By the time death finally came for Catherine Lubee, Mrs. Robinson was in custody. She had been arrested the previous evening while out shopping for new furniture at Perkins Cabinet Store. On her way to jail, she laughed and joked with the police officers, apologizing for not being properly dressed. She wore a short, loose wrap called a “Jenny Lind,” above her skirt; it was a garment that women normally wore at home, for lounging without a corset. For some reason she assumed that Officer Burns was taking her to the recorder’s office, not the jail. When she realized that her destination was the jail, she asked Officer Burns, if she could go in by herself. “She seemed quite surprised when she went into the jail,” he later testified.


Inside the jail, Burns discovered that Mrs. Robinson carried two pistols in her bodice. When she resisted handing them over, Sheriff Price and one of his men had to help Burns wrestle them away from her. Burns also found a small piece of paper in her pocket, but since it had no writing on it, he decided it wasn’t important and threw it away.12 The coroner, Reed Bontecou, then searched Mrs. Robinson, because there were no female guards or deputies. She offered no resistance but stood and held up her arms to facilitate the process. Bontecou noticed that her eyes had a wild quality and that she didn’t respond to any of the questions that he asked. He asked for the keys to her house for a search.




Bontecou arrived at Mrs. Robinson’s house with three officers. While searching the house, the police found a packet marked “poison” hidden under a carpet in her back parlor. A second packet contained Spanish fly, which was still considered an aphrodisiac in the nineteenth century. It was also not the type of item that one usually found in the bedroom of a respectable woman. In her bedroom they found a man’s watch, a box of jewelry, and a locket.13


Within twenty-four hours, they had traced the poison to a local druggist named William Ostrom, who confirmed that a few weeks earlier Mrs. Robinson had purchased four ounces of arsenic from him, ostensibly to deal with an infestation of rats from Oliver Boutwell’s flour mill. Mrs. Robinson had paid for the poison in cash, so the sale was not recorded in his book. He sold her four ounces divided into two packets, clearly marked “poison.” He also told the police that shortly before Mrs. Robinson was arrested, she had arrived at his shop, clearly apprehensive. She said that she was in trouble and had been charged with poisoning a couple of people. When Ostrum asked why they would suspect her, she replied that it was out of revenge, because she would not loan them a hundred dollars. She implied that there was some sort of mix-up with the glasses, Mr. Lanagan was taken sick, and now they thought she had poisoned the beer.14


The Troy Daily Whig alleged that stolen goods were found at the cottage—boots, shoes, jewelry, and silverware—estimated at one thousand dollars. It was later learned that Mrs. Robinson owned all the items, but the damage was done. From the beginning of the case, newspapers went out of their way to blacken her character. Henrietta Robinson was clearly an alias. The press alleged that she was either living off criminals or was a kept woman. What kind of respectable woman needed to use an alias? The Troy Daily Times asserted that “Attempts of late had been made to drive her from the neighborhood.”


A coroner’s jury was held on May 26. The coroner, Dr. Bontecou, later testified that during the autopsy, they discovered that Timothy Lanagan had forty grains of arsenic in his stomach, enough to kill ten men. The coroner also tested the beer at the Lanagans’ by drinking it. “It produced no very unpleasant effect. It did not kill me. I think there was no poison in it.”15 Ann Lanagan also drew drafts of beer for the men on the coroner’s jury to taste. Clearly the beer barrel wasn’t tainted. The sugar box, when analyzed, was also poison-free. After deliberation, they found that Timothy Lanagan and Catherine Lubee were poisoned by Mrs. Robinson and their deaths were premeditated.


By the second day of her incarceration, Mrs. Robinson’s mania had reached the tipping point. She seemed possessed by paranoid delusions that a mob of two or three hundred people had broken into the jail and tried to kill her and that a couple in an adjoining cell had heated a cauldron of water and threatened to boil her alive. One of her jailers, Dr. William Hegeman, took to visiting her two or three times a day. On the first day, she told him that Oliver Boutwell’s men were out to destroy her; she could hear them sharpening their knives in the cell next to hers. She refused to believe his denials, demanding her pistols back so that she could defend herself.16


A lawyer named Richard Jennyss came to visit Mrs. Robinson. He claimed that he was there on a personal matter not a professional one. “I went to see Mrs. Robinson as a friend of Mr. Mather. I had heard his name made use of in connection with hers prior to her arrest. I had also heard that she had letters of his, and to avoid the scandal that might arise from an exposure of these letters, I went to see her to see if I could get them.” He found Mrs. Robinson to be “excited and strange,” unable to converse in a normal manner. When he asked her to sign an order for the letters, she refused to sign her name. Instead, William Hegeman signed her name for her, but the order was protested, and Jennyss never got the letters back.17


While his visit may not have accomplished his purpose, it did alert her jailors that Mrs. Robinson was the special friend of a powerful man. She was soon moved to the top floor of the jail, for her comfort. Dr. Bontecou continued to visit to ask what she wanted done with her possessions, but he believed that she wasn’t rational. She continued to talk about whatever was on her mind. Eventually most of her furnishings and clothing ended up in her cell, which was sizable compared to the one downstairs. Her bed, wardrobe, washstand, divan, five chairs, mirrors, carpets, several trunks, and a rocking chair soon made her cell a home away from home.




Because so many people dropped by the jail, a system was set up so that one had to be either connected to the case or given permission by Mrs. Robinson. Only her lawyers, the sheriff, and his deputies were allowed. At this point, Mrs. Robinson began to wear a heavy veil. Even her lawyers weren’t allowed to see her without it. Rumors flew during her time in jail that she was one of the Woods sisters, a prominent Canadian family. The father, Robert Wood, was a successful merchant and trader. Out of his five daughters, four of them married into the British aristocracy. And four of the five also attended Troy Female Seminary. Based on snippets of information that Mrs. Robinson let slip, they deduced that she must be Emma Wood.


In July, Emma Willard, the founder and owner of the Troy Female Seminary, and her son, Dr. John Willard, posted a letter to the editor of the Troy Whig stating emphatically that Henrietta Robinson was not one of the Wood sisters of Quebec, nor was she a graduate of Troy Female Seminary. If she were, she would surely have dropped by while she was in town. Willard also claimed that he had gone to the jail with William Wood to visit Mrs. Robinson. She was so covered up that they could see only the top of her face and one of her hands. But just from her hand and wrist, he was most definitely, positively, 100 percent sure that she was not Emma.18 But the note raised more questions than it answered. Willard claimed that it was Mrs. Robinson who had said that she was one of the Wood sisters, which was false. Even her lawyers had no idea who she really was. Of course, it makes sense that the Willards would deny that Mrs. Robinson had been a student. The school, the first school in the nation to offer high school and college-level instruction, had attracted students from Europe and Canada, as well as the American South and Midwest, since it opened in 1819. The last thing it needed was the scandal of one of their former students being tried for murder.


Mrs. Robinson’s first biographer, David Wilson, interviewed her in jail. At the time they met, Wilson had written two well-received books, Twelve Years a Slave, as told to him by Solomon Northrup, and a biography of Jane McCrea, a young woman who had been killed by a Huron-Wendat warrior associated with the British army of General Burgoyne, during the American Revolution. Wilson was also a New York assemblyman, so he would have been well acquainted with John C. Mather.


In his book, Henrietta Robinson, published in 1855, shortly after Mrs. Robinson was sentenced, he wrote that she came from a well-known family in Quebec. She was educated at Emma Willard’s Troy Female Seminary. While she was there, she fell in love with a young man from a middle-class family. Her family did not approve, wanting her to make a grander match. Back home in Quebec she met an aristocratic Englishman, a Cavalry officer. She was not in love with him, but she was pressured into marriage. The couple were unhappy, although her husband tried to please her by taking her abroad. They had two children, but she resolved to leave him.


When she arrived at the family home in Canada, her parents were livid at the idea of her leaving her husband. They tossed her out. Instead of reaching out to friends, or attempting to reconcile with her parents, she turned bitter, letting her grievances fester. She decided to return to Troy, to seek work as a teacher or governess. On the voyage to Troy, she met John Cotton Mather. He had just been elected to a three-year term as canal commissioner in 1850. He was also married but separated from his wife. Although Wilson doesn’t name Mather in his book, readers at the time could guess the identity of her protector. Mrs. Robinson told Wilson that she took the name Robinson after Mary Robinson, actress, playwright, and mistress of George III of England.19 She claimed that she was a descendent of Robinson and the king.


Because of Mather’s high profile and her previous life in Troy, it was necessary for Henrietta to be a recluse. If she ever ventured out, she was heavily veiled. While Mather kept her in the lifestyle to which she was accustomed to, it was socially isolating. Being Mather’s mistress meant she missed out on a social life, theater, parties, friends. Her only companions, apart from Mather, were her maid and a gardener. Allegedly she began to make plans to return to England and her husband, if he would have her, but Mather wouldn’t let her go. He pursued her to Boston, convincing her to return.20


Her lawyers had no choice but to go for an insanity defense, but Henrietta resisted the idea. She had recovered her wits after her first few months in jail. Besides, she was innocent; she was sure that a jury would acquit her. Several people would later testify at her trial that for the first two weeks she was in jail, she was practically incoherent. After months of heavy drinking, she was probably suffering from delirium tremens. In the following months of her incarceration, she would often fly into uncontrollable rages, demolishing the furnishings in her cell. These outbursts alternated with bouts of deep depression.21 One day in April, the grand jury came to the jail to see the inmates. Henrietta placed a dummy dressed in her clothes and a dark veil, in a rocking chair in the cell. When one of the jurors removed her veil, they were shocked to find the dummy sitting there. A general search found Mrs. Robinson hiding under the bed.22


In July, a few weeks after John Willard and William Wood tried to see her, Henrietta attempted suicide by swallowing sulfuric acid. Only the quick action of her jailers, who immediately summoned two physicians to her cell, administered the appropriate antidote and saved her. But she was very sick for weeks afterward. But where did she get the poison?23 The Troy Daily Whig speculated that she had it on her when she was arrested. But Mrs. Robinson had been searched by Dr. Bontecou the night she was arrested.24 And why wait until now? Either she tried to kill herself, or someone tried to poison her. She was clearly an inconvenient woman to Mather, his friends, and the city of Troy. Or the third explanation is that Henrietta was able to bribe a jailer to buy her the sulfuric acid, or something like laudanum, to help her sleep, and he got the medicines mixed up.


Many people thought Henrietta might be faking insanity to get out of going to prison. But no one could figure out what her motives were for killing Timothy Lanagan and Catherine Lubee. It wasn’t until October 1853 that a grand jury arraigned her on two charges of murder in the first degree. She pleaded not guilty. In court she wore a heavy, dark blue veil to conceal her face. While the judge wanted the trial set for November, Martin Townsend, one of Henrietta’s lawyers, asked for more time to prepare. The judge granted the stay.25


In the spring District Attorney Anson Bingham hired an attorney from out of the county, Henry Hogeboom, to assist in the prosecution. While reviewing the indictment, he found some irregularities. He also asked for a stay so that a new bill of charges could be drafted. The judge once again agreed to postpone the trial.26 After a long delay, her trial finally began in May 1854. It had been almost a year to the day since the murders of Timothy Lanagan and Catherine Lubee.


The trial was supposed to start at eleven o’clock in the morning, but there were only eleven potential jurors left in the pool. Sheriff Price had to go out and literally pull people off the street to serve. Another problem: the men had to be property owners to serve on a jury, which made the pool of potential jurors even smaller. District Attorney Anson Bingham and his team—Henry Hogeboom and George Van Santvoord—decided that Henrietta would only be tried for Timothy Lanagan’s murder. By having separate trials for each victim, it gave the prosecution a chance to learn from the first trial. If she were found not guilty of murdering Lanagan, they still had another opportunity for justice. If she was convicted, there was no need for a second trial. Either way, the prosecution won.


Hordes of curiosity seekers showed up, eager to glimpse the notorious madwoman and hoping for a display of her notoriously bizarre behavior. They were not disappointed. She arrived at the courthouse “magnificently attired in an elegant black dress, a white shirred bonnet ornamented with artificial flowers, white kid gloves, and a rich black mantilla lined with white satin.”27 The most striking feature was the heavy blue veil that shrouded her face. For the length of the trial this veil would never fully be removed. Henrietta’s legal team consisted of Job Pierson, her senior defense counsel, and his two partners William A. Beach and Levi Smith. Clearly Mather or someone was making sure that she had a more-than-adequate defense.


Judge Harris made it clear that he would tolerate no nonsense in his courtroom. Whispering and conversation would not be allowed. Thirty-three potential jurors were called. Of the twenty-one men excused, they fell into two categories: those who said they had already formed an opinion of her guilt, or those who were not aware of the case. The jury members were to be sequestered throughout the trial. Henry Hogeboom gave the opening statement, explaining the case to the jurors. During the first days of the trial, the prosecution needed to establish not only that a crime had been committed, but that Henrietta had the motive, the means, and the opportunity to commit said crime.




Dr. Henry Adams, who had treated the Lanagans for years, was the first witness called. He testified that he believed the cause of death was poison. The defense was able to get Mr. Lanagan’s deathbed statement thrown out. Hogeboom asked the witness to identify Henrietta Robinson. The judge requested that she lift her veil, which she did only part way. Only Dr. Adams and the judge could see her face. William Beach, during his cross-examination, tried to suggest that Lanagan died from cholera. Dr. Adams testified that although many of the symptoms were similar to arsenic poisoning, it wasn’t cholera.28 Dr. Skilton, who was present at the autopsy, gave the jury a picture of how painful death by poisoning could be. He also told the court that he had seen white powder that looked like arsenic in Lanagan’s stomach. The defense pointed out that if the arsenic had been in the beer, it would have dissolved into the liquid.


Mrs. Lanagan, Timothy’s widow, testified next. She was emotional as she described to the jury what happened that day: Henrietta’s five visits and how she had almost consumed the beer that killed her husband, implying that she had been the intended victim. Two interesting things occurred during her testimony. First, she took parts of Catherine Lubee’s statement and ascribed those incidents to herself. For example, she told the court that she had tried to remove the powdery film on the beer, but Henrietta stopped her. However, that happened to Catherine, not to her. And second, she testified to seeing Henrietta with a piece of white paper in her hand.


The weakest part of the prosecution’s case was motive. What possible reason could Henrietta have had to harm the Lanagans? Mrs. Lanagan told the court about the events at the dance in March, and how abusive Henrietta had been at the store the next day. And she testified that she had refused to loan Henrietta two dollars on the day of the murders. Job Pierson took over during the cross-examination of Mrs. Lanagan. He realized that she needed a more delicate touch in questioning than William Beach could provide. Beach’s specialty was attacking a witness, confusing them, making them stumble over their words.


Pierson got Mrs. Lanagan to admit that Henrietta had taken her business elsewhere for several weeks after the dust-up at the dance. She could also remember incredible details on some points but not others. He even got her to admit that she lied to Henrietta about the two dollars. Her testimony at the inquest had implied that there was no enmity between her family and Henrietta, but now a year after her husband’s death, she’d had some time to think about events. Another revelation was that Henrietta and Catherine Lubee had been friends; the two women had met several times during Catherine’s ten-day visit. Catherine would visit her at her cottage. Mrs. Lanagan also admitted that she, too, had visited Henrietta at her home in the weeks before the murders, and that her children had also called on her.29


Surprisingly, the prosecution didn’t call any other witnesses to testify about the incident at the dance, nor did they call any of the people who were in the room with Mr. Lanagan just before he died. William Ostrum testified about selling the arsenic to Henrietta, allegedly to kill rats. She also had visited him the night of her arrest. He had thought that she was drunk, but he told the court that it also could have been a sign of madness.


On day three of the trial, Judge Harris decided that something needed to be done about Henrietta’s heavy veil. “We had the singular spectacle of a prisoner on trial, charged with a high capital crime without the jury or the court ever having seen the prisoner.” He went on to say that he felt a “repugnance at trying a prisoner whose face had never been seen.” The exasperated judge ordered her to unveil herself, to which she haughtily replied, “I am here, your Honor, to undergo a most painful and important trial, I do not wish to be gazed at.”30 The newspapers of the day quickly dubbed her the “Veiled Murderess.”


Officer Charles Burns, who had arrested Henrietta, testified that she had laughed and joked on the way to the jail. This seemed to indicate a woman who was either totally callous to the nature of the charges, or who knew she was innocent. He also took her pistols from her. Regarding the search of her house, he told the jury that he found a packet of arsenic under the rug, which was nailed to the floor. William Beach established that Henrietta had been out shopping when she was arrested. Not the usual behavior for someone who had allegedly just murdered two people.31


Coroner Bontecou was called as a witness for the prosecution. The district attorney wanted Catherine Lubbee’s statement before the jury, but when Bontecou took her statement, he still thought she might recover, which meant that it couldn’t be considered a deathbed statement, because she didn’t know she was dying. Judge Harris refused to allow her statement into evidence. During his testimony Bontecou admitted that while he had tasted the beer by drinking it, he hadn’t tested the sugar by tasting it. He also testified to Henrietta’s behavior the night of her arrest, her anxiety, and her rambling and meaningless conversation.


The prosecution on redirect tried to prove that Bontecou had become infatuated with Henrietta, given how often he had visited her in jail. Bontecou replied that it had been only to talk about the disposition of her property. His visits were necessary because he was responsible for her possessions. Once that was taken care of, he never visited her again. He recalled only one instance when she acknowledged the existence of the Lanagans, when Mrs. Lanagan asked for her pot and other personal items returned. When Beach broached the issue of insanity with Dr. Bontecou, Judge Harris stopped him. If the defense was going to be based on insanity, then the jury needed to see the face of the accused. They needed to be able to see her expressions to determine sanity. Finally, Henrietta lifted her veil briefly, exposing her face to the judge and jury. She then shielded the bottom half of her face with a fan.32


The prosecution had called only nine witnesses, four of whom were doctors. Three of the doctors had either treated the victims or had been involved with the autopsy. The fourth doctor was the coroner, Dr. Bontecou. The prosecution failed to call her gardener, Mr. Haley, who had lived with Henrietta, or William Brickley who had carried Lanagan to bed on the day that he died. On the third day, they rested, sure that they had proven their case. They had proved that Lanagan had been poisoned and that Henrietta had access to arsenic, as well as access to poison the beer via the sugar. But they still hadn’t established a motive.


The defense’s problem was that if Henrietta hadn’t poisoned Mr. Lanagan or Catherine Lubee, the only other potential suspect was Mrs. Lanagan. Attacking the grieving widow might backfire with the jury. But then what was her motive? There was no proof of an inappropriate relationship between her husband and Catherine Lubee, although there had been gossip.


Job Pierson made the defense’s opening statement to the jury. He reminded them that he had at one time been a district attorney. But he had never tried to introduce a deathbed statement that wasn’t one. He informed the jury that he and his fellow counsel were defending Henrietta for free. He had never met her before taking her case. He learned of her arrest from a jailor, who believed that she was insane. He believed that was indeed the case after meeting her.


“Indeed gentlemen, the conduct here in court shows you that she is not in her right mind. I do not say, or believe that she is insane, but her mind has lost its balance in a degree.” In other words, she was temporarily insane at the time of the murders. He pointed out that if she’d had a lawyer at the grand jury, she never would have been charged. Pierson also pointed out the lack of evidence that Henrietta had poisoned the beer and the fact that there was no motive.33 The defense didn’t consider putting Henrietta on the stand, because legally she was not allowed to testify in her own defense. It wasn’t until an amendment to the state constitution in 1867 that a person could testify in his or her own defense.


The first witness for the defense was William Hegeman, one of the sheriff’s deputies. He testified that he believed Henrietta to be irrational. He told the court about her breaking up and burning her furniture, her obsession with her appearance, and her fears that she was being attacked in the jail. The prosecution tried to hammer home a theme that Henrietta had men under her spell, that she bewitched them somehow. When asked, Hegeman informed the court that he was twenty-six years old, that he had seen Henrietta in her nightclothes, and that although he was a doctor, he was not an authority on insanity.34


Mary Ann Dillon testified that Henrietta’s stories about her past changed often. She also explained that occasionally she had been frightened of her: “She took hold of me the same as she said she did hold of the man; but she laughed and seemed so pleasant about it that I thought little of it afterwards; when she saw I was frightened she laughed; I was not frightened by her much afterwards.” She also told the court about the middle-aged man that she had seen with Henrietta. Mary Ann also testified that she had never seen Henrietta under the influence of alcohol.35


Edwin Brownell testified that he had met with Henrietta in early May 1853 when she was looking for the sheriff. He told of her fear regarding her neighbors. He also spoke the name John C. Mather in court, the first positive link between the two. He told the court that after he escorted her home, she pointed to some shirts that she claimed belonged to Mather. John Upton of Albany was called to testify for the prosecution regarding the nature of the relationship between Henrietta and John C. Mather. The defense objected. Judge Harris refused to let Upton testify further.36


Martin Townsend gave the first closing argument. He pointed out that since Henrietta had a habit of pulling a gun out whenever she was angry, why would she suddenly resort to poison? He also asked why no one considered Mrs. Lanagan to be a suspect. She too had a motive and the means, while Henrietta had no motive. Also, Henrietta hadn’t tried to flee Troy after Lanagan and Lubee took ill; she’d gone shopping for furniture. In defense of his client, Townsend attacked John C. Mather for caring more about power and his position, and casting Henrietta adrift. “He may make money his idol, he may dive into business and secure forgetfulness of the gnawings of a lacerated heart.” After five hours, Townsend sat down. Henrietta leaned over and whispered loudly, “That was all very well said, but it could have all been said in fifteen minutes.”37


During George Van Santvoord’s closing argument, he pointed out that while they suspected the defense would bring up the question of Henrietta’s sanity, they were surprised that they would put forward another suspect. He asked the jury to consider what proof, if any there was, to suspect Mrs. Lanagan. He suggested that Henrietta was not insane, but an alcoholic. And a crime committed under the influence was still a crime. Job Pierson spoke on the last day of the trial. He pointed out the same issues: motive and sanity. He referred to Henry Hogeboom losing an election as a Supreme Court judge. “The gentleman to follow me on the other side, is distinguished as a lawyer, and for his ability and ingenuity of argument. He will attempt to convict the prisoner. He feels his reputation is at stake.”


Judge Harris may have sealed Henrietta’s fate when he told the jury, “But I have not understood the counsel for the defense as contending that the evidence justifies such a conclusion.” As Harris heard it, the defense accepted Henrietta’s guilt, that she had poisoned the beer. It was clear from Judge Harris that he also believed her to be guilty when he pointed out that the credibility of “Mrs. Lanagan has never been questioned.” He continued, “You cannot hesitate, however painful it may be, to come to the conclusion that it was the accused, and no one else, who administered the arsenic.” Harris then explained the legal issues regarding insanity as well as the use of alcohol. He explained, “It is my duty to say to you, gentlemen, that if she was intoxicated, even to such an extent that she was unconscious of what she was doing, still the law holds her responsible for the act.”


The jury deliberated for two and a half hours before reaching a verdict. A throng of people had gathered at the courthouse to hear it. There were so many people, that some had to remain outside in the street. A full one-third of the spectators were women, despite the late hour. Sheriff Price, observing the crowd, elected to convey Henrietta into the building through the back door. As usual she was heavily veiled. The court remained silent when the foreman stepped forward to pronounce Henrietta guilty. Pierson asked that the jury be polled. When each member’s name was called, he responded “guilty.” Henrietta stood up and began shouting, “Shame on you Judge! Shame on you! There is corruption here! There is corruption in the court!” Pierson tried to quiet her, but then gave up, asking the judge to postpone sentencing. Henrietta continued to shout about corruption, demanding another judge.38


On the Sunday before sentencing, Henrietta was in a manic mood. Dressed all in white, she ranted for hours, calling for vengeance against the prosecution. At other times she could be heard saying, “He shall never pass sentence against me! No, never, never, never!” Minutes later, she would be joking. At one point she fainted from exhaustion. Sheriff Price put her on suicide watch.


Once again, the courtroom was packed to the rafters with spectators. Half the audience was women, many of whom had brought their children with them. Parents held their children up so that they could catch a glimpse of the “Veiled Murderess.” Beach asked the judge to continue to suspend sentencing, because he claimed that one of the jurors had been heard to say prior to the trial that he was certain Henrietta was guilty. The same man had said during jury selection that he had formed no opinion regarding her guilt. The judge ruled for the defense.




While she waited in jail to be sentenced, the question was raised again as to the real identity of Henrietta. Emma Willard issued another statement refuting that she had ever been a student at the academy. William Wood also issued a statement in the Troy Whig denying that she was any of his sisters. He also brought a libel suit against the Troy Daily Times for saying so.39 The Montreal Transcript published an article stating that Henrietta was the daughter of a lumber dealer who had married an officer. After his death, she married a Dr. Robinson, whom she later abandoned. But the Transcript was wrong. The woman in the article was married to a Dr. Robertson, and she’d died in an asylum nine years before.40


Henrietta waited months for her sentencing, sitting comfortably in her jail cell surrounded by all her things. During this time, she converted to Catholicism. She became resigned to her fate. It was not until May 1855, two years after the murders of Timothy Lanagan and Catherine Lubee, that the courts in Albany heard arguments for a second trial. Unfortunately for Henrietta, the court refused to hear the case any further. On June 19, 1855, again the courthouse was packed with spectators waiting to see what sentence she would receive. At three o’clock Judge Harris took his seat upon the bench. And at three fifteen, Henrietta, led by Sheriff Price, came into court finely dressed and heavily veiled. She walked in with a firm and buoyant step, greeting her counsel with a smile. The district attorney asked that Henrietta receive the death penalty. Judge Harris asked her to remove her veil, which she did willingly for once. He asked her if she had anything to say as to why she shouldn’t be given the death penalty. “Yes, a great deal to say, but I do not wish to be interrupted; I have been the victim of a conspiracy of you politicians at Albany.” Job Pierson tried to get her to be quiet as the judge proceeded. “You have been convicted of the murder of Timothy Lanagan.” “Yes, and upon false evidence! Shame! Judge, Shame!”


“If you would hear me,” Judge Harris said. “I would advise you to cease battling with your fate but submit to it like a true woman, but as you will not hear me, it only remains for me to pass upon you the sentence of the law.”


He announced that her date of execution would be August 3. While the judge was saying, “You will be hanged by the neck until dead,” Henrietta very coolly drew her hand across her throat and said, “A very pretty throat for a halter; isn’t it Judge?” And when he had finished, she told him, “He had better pray for his own soul.”


When Sheriff Price tried to remove her from the courtroom, she ordered him to wait. She wasn’t finished yet. In a commanding voice and with a proud glance, she said, “May the Judge of Judges thus deal with you.”41


When she returned to her cell, she burned most of her possessions, knowing she would not be allowed the same luxury as she had in the Troy jail. A few days after her sentencing, accompanied by Sheriff Price and his wife, she took the train headed for Sing Sing. On the train ride her mood swung from recognition of her plight to crying. Sometimes she thought she was going home to Quebec.42 Sheriff Price very politely told her she was on her way to Sing Sing. Other times she would be perfectly rational, complaining about the fact that she wouldn’t be allowed to wear her own clothes; she would have to wear prison clothing. She asked the sheriff to intercede with the prison authorities for her. When she arrived at prison, a party of young men and women did not greet her with much enthusiasm. Henrietta turned to the sheriff and exclaimed, “What queer people these are, they have no manners!” She begged to be taken home.


On July 27, 1855, a week before the day of her scheduled execution, Governor Clark commuted her sentence to life imprisonment in Sing Sing.43 After twenty years she was transferred to the Matteawan State Hospital for the Criminally Insane, where she passed the last fifteen years of her life making lace to pass the time. Toward the end, when it was clear that she was dying, she was urged to reveal to the world her real identity. She answered that she had “kept the secret for half a century” and intended to “die with it.” No one came forward to claim her body, and she was buried in the hospital cemetery, veiled in mystery to the end.44
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