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“The plot has all the elements of a first-rate, well-crafted thriller. A crackling page-turner, it’s an eye-opening document about life and social attitudes at the turn of the century. As such, it tells us a great deal about how much we’ve learned as a society in a hundred years, and how little.”

—San Francisco Examiner and Chronicle Book Review

“Idanna Pucci shows the compelling nature of historical literature with her passionate narrative, reading like a dramatic and operatic suspense thriller. All the issues of this fascinating event are still alive over a century later.”

—Tampa Bay Times

“The author’s thoughtful account revives the stories of these long-invisible women. Idanna Pucci brilliantly evokes the full dimensions of the larger social issues.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer

“Author Idanna Pucci fleshes out the story of the first woman in the United States sentenced to die in the electric chair, combining elements of history and crime with a passionate narrative. Pucci is the great-granddaughter of Cora Slocomb, the American-born Italian aristocrat who appeals to high society friends like the Vanderbilts to sign petitions to save Maria’s life. The text is rich, imaginative, and accessible.”

—St. Petersburg (FL) Times

“In the spirit of sensational trials across the ages, Idanna Pucci pulls out all the stops.”

—The New York Times

“Maria’s story—starting with the murder itself—is told with chilling, page-turning immediacy. But the book takes an interesting novelistic turn in the portrayal of its two protagonists—Maria and Cora. By shifting the narrative focus between the two women, the author dramatically contrasts their very different backgrounds and personalities and their inverse relationship to each other.”

—The Arizona Republic

“A taut, energetic, and skillful collage of narrative styles and genres: part gripping crime and courtroom drama, part vivid historical portrait of turn-of-the-century New York City. And it is partly an eloquent meditation on the death penalty and women’s rights.”

—Newsday

“Pucci burrows into the clay of history to make these characters come alive.”

—Chicago Tribune

“Idanna Pucci has skillfully crafted Barbella’s suspenseful story and documented late-nineteenth-century prejudice against Italian Americans and women, as well as the inhumane treatment of prisoners. Gripping social history.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A thought-provoking look at early resistance to the death penalty and women’s suffrage.”

—Booklist

“A fascinating look at a century-old crime of passion that, with very few changes, could well be on today’s TV tabloid news shows.”

—Library Journal

“This is a splendid and important book about Gilded Age justice in New York. A true tale that reads like a verismo opera of naiveté, lust, and abuse. It opens the way for more scholarly studies that question the historic notions of this supposed formalistic age of draconian justice against immigrants and lower-class types who traduced the rules and always lost. In fact, as this case points out, Gilded Age New York was a more nuanced period in which defenses of honor were pervasive and the road of legitimate revenge, sanctioned by a New York County jury’s quasi-nullification verdicts, could assimilate operatic heroines from southern Italy in a court of law even against the formidable odds of the positive law of Anglo-Saxons.”

—New York Law Journal

“The book begins with the formidable research of the author, the great-granddaughter of American Cora Slocomb, who resided in Italy with her husband, Count di Brazzà. In 1895, Cora crossed the ocean to save… Maria from the electric chair. Like in a mirror, the two feminine personages integrate and stand apart. Maria’s salvation coincides with Cora’s victory.”

—La Nazione (Florence, Italy)

“The epic story of Maria Barbella has been reconstructed with precision and deep love by Idanna Pucci. As rarely happens in real life, it begins with the finding of a small booklet by her great-grandfather, wherein she discovers the story of an Italian immigrant and also the mysterious figure of her extraordinary great-grandmother. This highly recommended book arrives also with its fruitful research on American society at the end of the nineteenth century: a patchwork of cultures, not homogeneous; of people, not amalgamated; but all moving at a fever pitch, with a passion to show and to be seen. And in the middle of the crowd, fortune tellers, inventors, astrologists, phrenologists, alienists, scientists true and false, women of mercy, suffragettes, and journalists without scruples.”

—La Stampa (Turin, Italy)
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To Edgar Morin, a rare sage with universal vision

To Terence, whose presence beside me transforms the most strenuous task into a poetic experience






Vedrassi li alberi dele gran selve di Taurus e di Sinai, Apennino e Talas scorrere per l’aria da oriente a occidente, da aquilone a meridie, e portarne per l’aria gran moltitudine d’omini. O quanti vòti, o quanti morti, o quanta separazion d’amici e di parenti! O quantifien qualli che non rivederanno più le lor provincie né le lor patrie, e che morran sensa sepoltura, colle loro ossa sparse in diversi siti del mondo!

The trees of the vast forests of Taurus and of Sinai, of the Appenines and of Atlas, shall be seen speeding by means of the air from east to west, and from north to south, and transporting by means of the air a great quantity of men. Oh, how many vows! How many deaths! What partings between friends and relatives shall there be! How many who shall nevermore behold their own lands or their native country, and shall die unsepulchred and their bones be scattered in diverse parts of the world.

—Leonardo da Vinci,

Prophecies: Of Sailing in Ships







De lo que fui no tengo sino estas marcas crueles, porque aquellos dolores confirman mi existencia.

Of all that I was, I bear only these cruel scars, because those griefs confirm my existence.

—Pablo Neruda,

“No Hay Pura Luz”






FOREWORD

by Edgar Morin

THIS POWERFUL NARRATIVE plunges us into the tragic odysseys of impoverished nineteenth-century peasants from southern Italy who were catapulted into New York, the most modern city in the world. Among the teeming crowds was an illiterate twenty-year-old woman who carried with her all that she owned: her sense of honor. This hidden history unfolds like a thriller because of suspenseful details about a distant epoch when issues that still haunt our society were being faced for the first time.

In American courtrooms, we watch the young sweatshop seamstress who stands accused yet understands nothing of the charges against her or even her defense. She will be the first woman convicted to die in the newly invented electric chair. We follow the courageous campaign of a daring American activist, married to an Italian aristocrat, as she races against the clock to block the execution and win an appeal for a new, fair trial.

During this story, we also enter the labyrinth of Little Italy in 1895; and, particularly upsettingly, we delve into the psychological, moral, and cultural transformation of a young woman who has been deeply scarred by her dishonor, betrayed by a man who abused and mocked her. This dramatic journey makes us ponder immigration, violence against women, corporate excess, social inequality, justice, prison, and death.

All civilizations must rise above “retaliation,” which, in spite of our education, is deeply ingrained in our psyche. We who repudiate vengeance and “eye for an eye” retribution are also happy to root for vigilantes in Western films to kill the criminals or for the Count of Monte Cristo as he takes his just revenge.

It was the famed Italian jurist Cesare Beccaria who first asked in 1764 that we consider imprisonment instead of death as punishment for a crime. He argued that this was for the protection of society. His radical proposal helped advance “true civilization” by abandoning vengence. Sentences would be calculated in years according to the gravity of the crime. Yet there are still those who debate whether life imprisonment is a just punishment and are indignant to learn that prisoners can watch television.

French minister of justice Robert Badinter gave us one example of standing up in the face of hostile public opinion when he abolished the death penalty in 1981. This reformer was able to prevail through his higher moral and civil sense. But capital punishment lives on in many nations, including the United States. It is still being massively applied in China. Psychologically, death is viewed as the supreme punishment, instead of being seen as the continuation of a cycle of violence and retaliation.

All that is considered “retribution” makes civilization regress. In acts of war, our greatest regression, we witness the curse of mortal punishment. The death penalty does not consider that a convicted person can be transformed or rehabilitated. To label a human being a “criminal” by referring only to the crime he has committed means, as Hegel said, ignoring all the other aspects of his life, including context, feeling, and demeanor.

We must always favor the possibility of rehabilitation, fully understanding that forgiveness can begin a process of redemption, and even achieve it.

Extraordinary humanity emanates from this story, in which Idanna Pucci, Cora Slocomb’s great-granddaughter, lends all her sensitivity to the tragic fate of immigrants arriving in America. She also feels deep pride for her activist ancestor and for her family, the Brazzàs, one of whom gave Africa its only explorer who respected indigenous peoples and traveled among them as a friend, and after whom Brazzaville is named. Those compassionate ancestors live on in Idanna.

This book should awaken in us a deep reflection on the barbarities still present today in our civilization.

Edgar Morin, a noted French sociologist and philosopher, is recognized as one of the most prominent interdisciplinary thinkers of the twentieth century. He is known especially for his work on “complex thought” and his contributions to media studies, politics, visual anthropology, ecology, education, and systemic biology. Morin has authored over sixty books.





To be against the death penalty doesn’t mean being against punishment or in favor of criminal liberties. But in order to punish justly we must respect certain rules, rules which are the product of a civilized society. The reasons for punishment must be convincing, and above all there must be absolute proof.

—Tiziano Terzani,

Letters Against the War






PREFACE

THE PURSUIT OF THE PAST can sometimes seem an adversarial task in which our opponents precede us by several lifetimes, capitalizing on their advantage, misplacing and destroying clues. Such an adversary is the drunken Austrian soldier sleeping away the night of December 17, 1917, on the enormous Venetian carpet of my ancestral home in northeast Italy. His garrison has occupied the estate.

Dominated by the ruins of a tenth-century castle, the grounds of Brazzà are laden with snow. Nearby is the chapel, where years later I would be baptized and where, in turn, I baptized my doll. Except for the creaking of branches under the white weight, all is silent. The only wakeful presence is the ember of my adversary’s cigarette burning the eighteenth-century carpet. Soon a terrible fire explodes in the white landscape. It does not spread to the park, but the villa is consumed and with it all of Cora Slocomb di Brazzà’s possessions.

The fire destroys the diaries Cora kept as a child in New Orleans and those she wrote later as a woman of two worlds. Memorabilia is lost: her portrait as the Queen of Carnival in 1881, her wedding pictures, her correspondence.



I WAS NAMED IDANNA after my maternal grandmother, the only child of Cora Slocomb and Detalmo di Brazzà, and until recently I knew little more about Cora than that she was my great-grandmother. I was born in Brazzà, Italy, near Udine, in the great white villa that was rebuilt after the fire, but I was removed from that enchanted domain, and from my mother, at an early age. As an old Romany had predicted, circumstances forced my mother to sail to another continent and abandon everything she loved.
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In 1881, at nineteen, Cora Slocomb was crowned New Orleans’s Mardi Gras Queen. H. C. Stringfellow, a cotton planter, was named Rex. The royal couple led a grandiose procession inspired by the Arabian Nights.



Each September, caravans of Romany, migrating south to the Camargue from Hungary, would camp for a few nights outside our gate. Hand in hand, my mother and I would hurry out to visit them. The women seemed to belong to a very distant land. I sat quietly beside my mother under the shade of an acacia tree, while she listened as her palms were being read, intent on every word. These occasions provided my first intimations of the wider world, a place made in the image of those transient narrators, mysteriously governed by adventure and destiny. Filled with wonder, I, too, stretched out my three-year-old palms to be examined by the old woman. She pronounced her judgment: I would be uprooted as well.

The notion of destiny helped me accept my mother’s mysterious departure for Africa. In Florence, where I grew up in my father’s home near the Duomo, the severance from my maternal side was complete. The oblivion of my great-grandmother Cora was final: her possessions had burned and her name was not mentioned in our household.



IT WASN’T UNTIL YEARS LATER that I, reunited with my mother in Switzerland, idly inquired about my American great-grandmother. At first I encountered secrecy. “Cora” was mentioned in a whisper, as if a great mystery or sorrow were trapped in the mere utterance of her name. But one day, my mother and I were roaming through her apartment, which was like a family shrine, holding a few relics of life in Brazzà.

“That belonged to my grandmother Cora,” Mother said, indicating a porcelain flower vase. “She painted it herself. It’s the only one left.” The design was of large blossoms, deep red garden-grown roses on a white background.

“This was in Brazzà next to my mother’s bed,” she said, touching an eighteenth-century Venetian chest: Venetian like the fateful carpet that had gone up in flames—and the gilded mirror. I vividly remembered this mirror. In the middle of its tarnished surface, like an image in a lagoon, I had seen my own face reflected for the first time.

“Where is the mirror?”

“I had to sell it,” my mother answered quickly. I imagined it in a Palm Beach residence. If certain pieces of furniture, even just an old cup, could tell their story…

By chance, later that day, I opened the bottom drawer of a small chest next to my bed. Inside was a booklet, about seventy pages long, printed on handmade paper. The texture of the cover was rough and brownish like that of recycled cardboard. I don’t know why, but I held it in my hands as if it were a magic relic. What struck me first was not so much the title, Storia di Maria Barbella, but rather the strange pseudonym of the author: DEDIBS. An acronym? The cover was adorned with art deco flowers and leaves. Next to the word Storia was a tiny drawing of a three-leafed clover.

“DEDIBS,” I pronounced quietly in Italian. It sounded like the English word “dead”… something dead. At the bottom of the cover was written: “Roma, 1920.” The preface was a single page:


The reader of this book will surely think that the author’s talent lies mainly in his imagination. But these lines comprise a precise account of an event that took place in the United States of America in the years 1895–1896.

The name of the heroine of this story is withheld, for this Lady is well known in Italy. Her fame derives from her commitment to the cause of the poor peasant women and laborers. She founded, sponsored and managed several organizations to improve their condition and develop artistic talents and craft, in the name of justice and human dignity.

In 1905, during the earthquake of Monteleone, which, with only eight hundred victims, was not as tragic as the devastation of Messina, this Lady alone went to the people’s rescue. She traveled abroad and managed to raise more than 60,000 lira, adding 17,000 of her own. In the devastated regions, she established several craft cooperative schools like those she had founded in Friuli.

Her humanitarian work won her a standing ovation in Parliament. While reading this story, written without embellishments, those who are acquainted with the international circles of philanthropy will probably succeed in guessing the Lady’s name…



I drew a deep breath. Who was the author? And the heroine, who was she? What could be more intriguing in a true story?

“Mother, do you know what ‘DEDIBS’ stands for?”

She glanced at the cover and replied: “Oh, that’s my grandfather. DE for Detalmo, DI for di, B for Brazzà, and S for Savorgnan: Detalmo di Brazzà Savorgnan. It’s something he wrote and printed privately two years before he died.”

“Is the ‘Lady’ his wife?”

“Yes. I don’t know why he conceals it.”

“It must have been her wish,” I suggested.

“Well, it’s possible. He loved her very much…”



I SPENT A SLEEPLESS NIGHT, a notte bianca as the Italians say, immersed in my great-grandfather’s ode to my elusive great-grandmother Cora and her encounter with the unfortunate young Maria. It was dawn when I closed the book. I went to the window and stared at the still surface of Lac Léman in the distance and the fiery reflection of the sun rising from behind the Alps. I was under the spell of Maria, a twenty-two-year-old Italian immigrant who weighed one hundred and five pounds and stood under five feet tall. She had occupied a cell in Sing Sing. The glass of the only window had been painted over: prisoners on death row were forbidden to look out.

The spell of the story became an obsession. I needed to learn more. I resorted to old newspapers and the memories of whomever I could locate. I delved into subjects I had hitherto ignored, such as the history of capital punishment. My search ultimately led me from continent to continent, from New York to New Orleans, and across Italy. The information I needed belonged to the age of carriages, gas lamps, and great steamships unloading their human cargo on the docks of the New World. More than once my old adversary, fire, had preceded me.

Too often I would find a promising source in ashes. When Maria Barbella arrived in New York in 1892, Ellis Island had just become the quarantine and registration point for immigrants. But that very year, a fire on the island destroyed all evidence of her passage. I had to go to the village of Ferrandina in southern Italy to learn more about Maria’s departure.

The popular Italian-language newspaper Il Progresso Italo-Americano was one of several papers in America that covered Maria’s ordeal extensively. Archives for the year 1896 survived. But a fire in the paper’s New York headquarters had consumed all the issues of 1895. No library in the United States or in Italy possesses a trace of Il Progresso for that year. Sometimes it seemed to me that the Austrian soldier of 1917 had released a genie.

My mother hinted that her grandfather, Detalmo, had left his memoirs. My uncle, now the sole proprietor of Brazzà, told me about a trunk that might contain them, so I revisited my childhood home. Neglect had altered Cora’s park: many magnificent centuries-old trees had been cut and sold for wood, and an earthquake had reduced the medieval castle to ruin.

The trunk in question was crammed with loose pages concerning my great-grandparents, mixed with the memorabilia of three wars. Fishing out pages at random, I began to reassemble their lives: their New York wedding; their visits to Louisiana; Detalmo’s scientific inventions; Cora’s sketches and writings; her unfinished novel (with the strange title, Lovemaking on Wheels) and her play, A Literary Farce, published in Boston in 1896. I also found the complete transcript of Maria Barbella’s appeal, printed by Wynkoop, Hallenbeck, Crawford, New York, 1895. All these became valuable sources.

My next pilgrimage was to 1205 Esplanade, at the corner of St. Claude Street in New Orleans, the Renaissance-style mansion where Cora was born on January 7, 1862, at the height of the Civil War. It had been one of the most extravagant homes in nineteenth-century New Orleans. Cora’s father had bought it from a cotton merchant called Henry Hope Stanley, who had adopted an orphan boy by the name of John Rowlands, who later became the famous and dreaded explorer of Africa, Henry M. Stanley, at the service of King Leopold of Belgium. Cora had slept in one of the second-floor bedrooms and had descended the great staircase with the mahogany bannister. The library of first editions had nurtured her literary taste. The house must have retained traces of her.
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Cora Slocomb’s childhood home in New Orleans.



Eventually fate brought Cora to meet Detalmo, whose brother, Pietro Savorgnan di Brazzà, became Stanley’s great rival in Africa. Pietro’s avant-garde ideas about colonialism and nonviolence, coupled with his art of communication, made him a polar opposite of Stanley.

I walked north from the old US Mint, away from the Mississippi River and the French Quarter, but I did not find number 1205 on Esplanade. After the death of her husband, Cora’s mother sold the grand house to the archdiocese of New Orleans, which eventually demolished it over the objections of landmark societies. While protesters had failed to stop the demolition, they were able to obstruct all subsequent development. I found a littered, weed-covered lot, surrounded by a rusty wire fence.



DESPITE THE RAVAGES of fire and time, I was gradually able to reconstruct the story of Maria Barbella and Cora Slocomb. My account is drawn from many sources: archives, memoirs, transcripts, and newspapers. The wandering palm readers of my childhood knew better than psychologists what could move the human heart. Those women possessed a rare intuition that allowed them to weigh in on life’s coincidences and the destinies of those who crossed their path by chance. Had I not been confronted with those transient educators so early in life, I would probably not have been so inspired by the coincidences of fire and the booklet of DEDIBS. Audible throughout this story is the spirit of the proud husband, Cora’s first biographer and the instigator of my search. I am grateful for all the discretion of his narrative. Had he been more explicit, less modest, and less secretive, I might never have looked further.

In the end, I felt like a caretaker of a vast garden, dominated by centuries-old trees—like the park of my childhood in autumn—gathering fallen leaves into mounds with regular sweeps of my rake. Slowly, facts of forgotten history emerged in front of my eyes, and this is how I came to see the events leading up to the death of Domenico Cataldo.



MARIA WAS A SEAMSTRESS. She was poor, but she dressed with care. In 1895, women wore long wide skirts, several underskirts, corsets, tailored blouses, and stockings even in summer. When a man wanted a woman, he had to make his way through layers and layers of material—unless, obviously, she desired him enough to take her clothes off.

But Maria said she did not remember a thing about her first night with a man. When she woke up in a room on Chrystie Street, her clothes were not torn and Domenico Cataldo was lying next to her. He promised to marry her, swearing his eternal love.

That’s how it all started.






ONE
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ON APRIL 25, 1895, the heat in New York reached a twenty-four-year high. At three thirty in the afternoon the temperature jumped suddenly from 52 degrees to 90 degrees. If the rise in temperature had not been so extreme, perhaps Maria would have acted differently at nine forty-five the following morning.

That Thursday, as usual, Maria had gone to work. She spent ten hours a day at Louis Graner & Company, a cloak manufacturer at 541 Broadway. If she took work home and sewed until midnight, she managed to earn $8 a week. She was paid by the piece. But in the preceding month, since she had left her family and gone to live with Domenico Cataldo, she could no longer work after hours. Her situation was desperate and, as often happens in matters of the heart, she could not bring herself to face reality. And reality in her case was terrible. Domenico had seduced her with the promise of marriage, and now that she was no longer a virgin, the fear that he would break his word consumed her.

The traditional code of honor of southern Italy was deeply rooted in Maria. She knew that her entire family would be marked with unbearable public shame if Domenico left her unwed.

It had been a blistering hot day. Maria had been handling heavy wool cloth for long hours over the sewing machine, and the stale air and incessant hum of the machines intensified her already anguished state of mind.

When she walked back to the lodging she now shared with Domenico, it was past nine thirty in the evening. She glanced into the Tavolacci Bar, at 428 East Thirteenth Street, but Domenico wasn’t there. So she continued on, passing two more buildings to reach their five-story tenement. She climbed the stairs. It was dark. Her legs felt as heavy as lead. And although she was only twenty-two, it took her a long time to reach the second-floor doorway to the two-room apartment.

She entered, lit the gas lamp in the kitchen, and then collapsed onto the mattress on the floor in the other room: Domenico hadn’t even bought her the bed he’d promised. Her head ached. She felt feverish. Hot, humid air came through the small window. She had no idea where Domenico was. She had been seeing less and less of him lately, and she never knew when he would return. Tired and fearful, she felt too weak to eat, or even to take her clothes off. Thinking about death, she fell into a deep sleep.

Maria woke up suddenly, in the middle of the night. Domenico was on top of her. She could not see his face, but she could smell beer on his breath. Like that, in the dark, he could have been anyone. Brutally, he penetrated her. Maria remained motionless and silent. Moments later he was asleep, sprawled out next to her, disheveled and drenched in sweat.

On Friday morning, she rose late, numb and feverish. The tiny apartment felt like an oven and Domenico, dressed and already wearing his hat, was racing about the room, frantically looking for something. He opened a drawer, rummaged through it, and slammed it shut. Maria watched him silently, her big dark eyes wide open and her heart beating madly. He ransacked the chest, throwing everything out, shouting that he wanted his bankbook, that he was leaving America and going back to Italy. She stood up in a flash and took his arm.

“I beg you, marry me,” Maria implored.

“We don’t have anything,” he shouted, “and you’re talking about marriage!”

Swearing, he pushed her away. She fell onto the floor and, in a voice that did not sound like her own, screamed that she was going to call the police. At that moment the door opened and Maria’s mother came in. Filomena Barbella was breathless. She had climbed those stairs many times before to plead with Domenico to keep his promise. She was hoping once more that he would make up his mind and marry her daughter.

“My son,” Filomena started in exhaustion, “you’ve taken away my daughter. You’ve dishonored her. You know what you must do. What are you waiting for?”

Domenico turned and yelled, “What would my relatives say if I took this poor girl as my wife?”

He opened a chest and handed some money to Filomena: “Here, take this and go.”

“How dare you!” she shouted. “How can you be so blind to the customs of your own people? Marry her for the sake of the Virgin Mary, Mother of God!”

Domenico pushed Filomena violently aside and ran out, slamming the door behind him. Then he ran down the stairs and into the saloon, two doors down. It was nine thirty.

The bar had a small counter up front with a table next to it and two more tables in the back. The owners, Vincenzo and Caterina Mancuso, were there, and one customer, a man Domenico obviously knew, because, after ordering a beer, he sat next to him at the table near the entrance. The man took out a deck of cards, shuffled them deftly, and dealt them out. Mrs. Mancuso was busy cleaning while her husband watched the Neapolitan briscola game from behind the counter.

Ten minutes later, Maria came in. Very calmly, she laid a hand on Domenico’s shoulder and waited. He did not even raise his eyes.

“Will you come back and talk it over with Mama?” she whispered in Italian, not realizing that her mother had followed her.

“Talk what over?” Domenico answered, shrugging his shoulders to dislodge her hand.

“Our marriage. Come. Let’s go and get married right away. I don’t need a new dress or anything. I’ll come as I am.”

“Only pigs marry!” shouted Domenico, laying a card down. Maria put her left hand on his shoulder. He made another movement as if to rid himself of her. But just at that moment, as if propelled by a spring, he jumped up. A razor flashed in the air. Convulsively clutching his throat with his hands, Domenico ran out of the bar. Maria fell to the ground, her face and clothes stained with blood. Someone screamed; everyone but Maria rushed out of the bar and watched Domenico cross the street, his hands gripping his neck, his body bent forward. Staggering, he continued to run toward Avenue A until he hit a small wall; despite the now-gushing blood, he got up again and began to run through the crowd of horrified bystanders, who parted to let him through. Finally, when he reached the avenue, he fell backward onto the sidewalk and lay in the gutter, twitching faintly.

A moment later he was dead.



WHEN MARIA APPEARED at the doorway of the bar, she looked as if she was in a trance. Wholly indifferent to the shouts and confusion, she walked toward Mr. Porzio’s grocery; calmly, she washed her hands in the bucket of water on the sidewalk near the shop window and then disappeared into the building where she lived.

At home, she took off her bloodstained cotton dress, washed her hands again—this time with soap—and her face. She drank a glass of water. Then she opened the closet and took out her good dress: a serge jacket with puffed sleeves, which she put on over a blue blouse edged in white, and a skirt of the same dark blue material as the jacket. She changed into a pair of new black leather boots and tightened the laces. She also put on her most beautiful hat, which was black, with a wide brim, two big black feathers, and a blue velvet ribbon. She made the makeshift bed and tidied the rooms. Finally, she brought a chair to the window and sat down.

Meanwhile, police agents James Hay and John O’Reilly, having heard screams and seen a great crowd pour into the street from the nearby tenements, rushed to the scene and found Domenico Cataldo’s body. Great pools of blood stained East Thirteenth Street; the red trail showed that Cataldo had staggered about four hundred feet before collapsing on the corner of Avenue A.

Somebody shouted out the murderer’s name, pointing to the tenement at number 424. The officers went to the building and up to the second floor, where the door was open. For a split second they thought there had been a mistake. The tiny woman, sitting near the window with wide-open eyes and a childlike expression, could not have been the murderer. But then she spoke:

“Me take his blood so he no take mine. Say me pig marry.” This is what Maria said in her rudimentary English to the two men who handcuffed her.

Hay and O’Reilly first took her to the police station at East Twenty-Second Street, and from there Captain Smith transferred her to the East Fifth Street command post, where Domenico Cataldo’s body had been taken. On the body they had found a twelve-inch knife, twenty-seven cents, a cheap watch, and a Bleecker Street Savings bankbook showing total deposits of $923.

While she waited at the police station, Maria sat quietly, her tiny hands folded in her lap. She was pale and calm; she did not know that just fifty feet away lay Domenico’s body, still warm.

They interrogated her. Maria answered calmly and always in a low voice; she spoke in her Italian dialect, now and then using an English word, but with difficulty. Only two people were able to understand her: Bernardino Ciambelli, editor of the Italian daily Il Progresso Italo-Americano, who had run to the station to meet her, and detective John M. O’Rourke, who could make out a few words. The young woman seemed absolutely unaware of the fact that she had committed a crime and spoke of Domenico as if he were still alive.

The news had traveled like lightning in the Italian neighborhood around Mulberry Street. Mott Street was in mourning. People came and went from number 136, where Maria’s family lived. Her mother could not stop crying. They had been in the United States just three years and, with the exception of the two youngest children, Carmela and Giovanni, no one in the family spoke English. The father held his head in his hands.

Crowds surrounded the police station all afternoon. In the streets, people animatedly discussed the killing far into the night. Many did not find it at all strange that Maria had killed Domenico Cataldo. That man had abused her, torn her from her family, and violated her. “Only pigs marry!” he had shouted at her. None of those present could ignore the enormity of that insult. What else could she have done to avenge her honor? For them, Maria’s act was not a crime but self-defense. The woman had not had any choice.


[image: image]
A portrait of Maria Barberi (in truth, Barbella) in the World, July 11, 1895.



That evening, she was transferred to the jail at the Essex Market police station. There she was held in a common cell without bail and charged with murder.



THE HEAT WAS STILL OPPRESSIVE. On the spot where Domenico Cataldo had died, the glittering pool of blood slowly changed color, first to green and then to black, blending into the darkness of the night. At dawn the street sweepers washed it away. Among them, perhaps, was Louis Cataldo, Domenico’s brother, who worked as a street cleaner.






TWO

[image: Image]

ON A JUNE MORNING, one month after Maria Barbella’s arrest, Cora Slocomb, Countess di Brazzà was having breakfast with her husband, Detalmo, on the terrace of their country house in Friuli, the northeastern region of Italy. As she leafed through the New York Times, which, as usual, had arrived weeks after publication, Cora’s glance was drawn to a short paragraph. The small headline had almost escaped her: “Killed Because He Refused to Marry Her. A Young Woman, Maria Barbella, Cuts Domenico Cataldo’s Throat.”

Cora threw the newspaper to the ground. She paced up and down the terrace and then leaned on the parapet and stared out at the countryside. It was harvest time and the peasants could be seen working in the fields. Rows of mulberry trees stretched as far as the eye could see. The avenue leading to the villa was white as chalk because of the summer dust. The ruins of the medieval castle, shrouded in wisteria, no longer seemed abandoned.

Detalmo looked up from his newspaper and watched his wife, wondering what she was thinking. Cora turned, picked up the Times, and held page five out to him, pointing to the paragraph in question. He read it and, unimpressed, handed it back to her. She looked straight into his eyes and said: “Another poor Italian immigrant at the mercy of the American courts.”

Astonished that Cora had immediately taken the murderess’s side, he observed that perhaps the girl might have been partly responsible: after all they had been lovers. He was perplexed but also curious about his wife’s reaction. Was it because the killer was a woman, young and Italian? Cora was unpredictable. She had a very special intuition—Detalmo knew she was too fair to take the woman’s side automatically. She thought that men and women represented opposite elements: equally important but with distinctive strengths, complementary but different. Detalmo, unlike many of his colleagues, was in favor of women’s demand for the vote and higher salaries. He thought that women should have the right to speak and be heard and that they did indeed have much to complain about. Although women did not have to wear a uniform and go off to war, they risked their lives in so many other ways.

“I wonder where that poor girl is, in that stifling heat,” Cora said suddenly. She was thinking of the letter she had just received from her aunt, Sally Townsend, who lived in Oyster Bay, Long Island, on a property surrounded by oak trees and bordering on the Roosevelt estate. Her aunt had written that summer had arrived unusually early: 90 degrees, and it was only June!

Cora and Detalmo had already been married for eight years when Maria Barbella’s case attracted Cora’s attention. They had always kept separate rooms in the tacit belief that their passion would last only in the full respect of each other’s privacy. They considered themselves lucky to own a house that allowed them such a luxury, and they were more in love now than on the day of their wedding, which took place in New York on October 18, 1887.


[image: image]
Cora Slocomb di Brazzà, 1894.



In December of that year they had arrived in Brazzà together for the first time. The carriage approached the gate of the estate by way of the long avenue lined with snow-laden acacias. Cora’s glance ran over the facade of the white villa and then stopped at the front door, where a red rose bush was in full bloom.

“My dear, tell me, what place is this, where roses blossom in the snow?” she asked, turning her large aquamarine eyes toward Detalmo.

“It is Brazzà, our home,” he answered, taking her by the hand and leading her into the house.


[image: Image]
Villa Brazzà, near Udine, in the northeast Italian region of Friuli.



Soon the Stars and Stripes flew above the entrance of the estate, next to the tricolor of the Italian kingdom. The old families of the area expressed a certain discomfort at such patriotic ardor. Was the young countess perhaps an eccentric nouveau riche American? But Cora was sure that the neighbors’ attitudes would disappear sooner or later, and that the local inhabitants of the drowsy hills of her adopted country would eventually appreciate her dynamism as well as her American bathroom and American Underwood typewriter.



BORN AND RAISED in New Orleans in the most difficult period of the Civil War, Cora was the daughter of a Confederate captain, Cuthbert H. Slocomb, and his wife, Abigail Day, an energetic and willful Quaker. Cora’s father had financed the Washington Artillery, commanding its Fifth Battalion with heroic distinction, even though the issue of slavery did not touch him directly. After the Civil War, Cuthbert became one of the pillars of the local community. Thanks to his hardware business, he had accumulated a significant fortune. He was also president of the Bank of Louisiana and of the Louisiana Equitable Insurance Company, first vice president of the Louisiana Mechanics Agricultural Association, and a volunteer firefighter in New Orleans. However, when he died at the age of forty-two, these were not the things for which he was remembered.

His obituary, citing his good works, filled an entire page of the January 31, 1873, edition of the Evening Picayune:


In all the misfortunes to which our people have been subjected, the kind hand, open purse and cheering voice of Capt. Cuthbert H. Slocomb have always been seen, felt and heard.

When the rear of the city was overflowed, he manned a boat and daily delivered provisions to hundreds of poor and suffering and in this holy work sowed the seed of the disease from which he died.

As an enterprising, liberal citizen he had no superior. He was always ready to give time and money to whatever tended to beautify the city or improve the condition of its people, and now as a last offering we can almost say that he has given his life to help the poor and needy.



Cora was just eleven when her father died, but he had managed to instill in her those values that would later inspire her to fight for social justice and actively take on controversial causes.

Wealthy, intelligent, and gifted, Cora received a first-rate education. By age eighteen, she spoke fluent French and German and, having traveled to Europe several times, truly felt herself to be a world citizen. At twenty-one, she was admitted to the prestigious Munich Academy to study painting under the well-known Ohio-born artist Frank Duveneck, who already knew her because he had painted her portrait in New Orleans shortly after the death of her father. Dressed in black with a small hat in the same color framing her blond curls, Cora sat with a fan in hand, surrounded by multicolored flowers, including a bouquet of red roses.

Three years later, in the spring of 1887, Cora went to Rome, where she met Detalmo di Brazzà, a gentleman eighteen years her senior. It was love at first sight. But soon after, she fell ill with typhoid fever. Unable to help her, Detalmo left Rome and returned to Brazzà. Their love was still a well-kept secret. They had seen each other only a few times, and never alone. When Detalmo finally received the news that Cora was out of danger and wanted to see him in Sorrento, where she was convalescing, he went to her immediately.

They met in Cora’s private sitting room. She wore a dressing gown and was seated on a chaise longue. When he saw her, Detalmo was startled: due to her illness, her head had been completely shaved. Having anticipated his reaction, she smiled, pointing to the wig that was propped up nearby.

“It’s made with my own hair,” she said quietly, “but I decided not to wear it today, so that you could see me as I really am.” Detalmo recognized her magnificent golden chestnut hair. He could not speak and looked into her eyes, which were larger, bluer, and livelier than he remembered. He proposed marriage, and Cora accepted without hesitation.

Three days later, Cora received a proposal of marriage from Wilhelm von Wied, the German prince who later became king of Albania. She had met him in Munich. The situation amused her: Detalmo’s timing had been perfect. She wrote a letter to her aunt Sallie Day, who lived in New Orleans, and was just two years her senior. Sallie had married her maternal uncle Robert Day, and Cora was very attached to her.


Sorrento, July 20, 1887

My Dear Sallie:

As you know I am still weak from my long illness, but still I do not wish you to hear from anyone else of my engagement to a Roman named Detalmo di Brazzà. He belongs to one of the oldest families in Italy and his name is in the Golden Book of Rome (if you remember your history you will know what that means), but his golden heart and mind are what have won my affection. The only misfortune is that he is a very busy man and runs the large estate of his family, so that we will not be often in America.

He is very handsome and dark as a Titian, reserved and stylish, amusing in conversation, and has a very tender heart and a character more like papa’s than any man I have met. He considers himself too old for me, being forty-three, but as we love each other very much, I told him that it made no difference and I was glad of a strong arm to lean upon.

All my fortune is to be settled upon me, as he has means of his own. We are to winter in Rome in a family palace built by Giulio Romano, the favorite pupil of Raphael. This palace was originally built for the Cenci family (Leonardo painted a famous portrait of the beautiful Beatrice Cenci). In the summer we have the country place called Brazzà, [after] an old medieval castle in the chestnut clad hills that lie between Venice and Trieste, where one of the largest seats of the family is situated.

We are to marry quietly in New York in early October. I thank God that He spared my life for such happiness as the love of a man like Detalmo. I feel like the man in the scriptures who, when he found the pearl of great price, sold everything. I have sought long but I have found what I wanted. The nation is nothing when you find the man you revere. I almost venerate Detalmo. How he fell in love with me, at first sight, during a “banal” conversation at an overheated soirée in Rome I cannot tell, for he must have thought me as frivolous as all the rest. I realized at once that he was not like the other men. I struggled hard against my feelings. But when they told me I might die, I realized the only thing that cost me anything to leave behind on earth was “he” and so I knew that if God spared me it was also for him.

He came to Sorrento to see me as soon as he heard I was well enough to see anyone, and fancy me, who wished always to keep my liberty, I placed my future into his hands with a sigh of relief as we became engaged on the shores of the Mediterranean.

My ring is a smooth polished blue flamed sapphire, almost black and, as one looks into it, it has just the color of the water as we leaned over the edge of the boat the day after he proposed to me.

This must travel around among you, as I am not strong enough to write each one fully. And, of course, it will begin with Marie Louise and end back to you, after all have read it.

You will think me sentimental, but typhoid infection is dangerous. We shall travel for a month after our wedding in America and come down to New Orleans before we sail back to Rome.

The business that interests him most is his flour mill in Brazzà. You see, some Italians are energetic!

His father was a sculptor and there is a statue of his on the Pincio, one of the hills of Rome, besides lots more in the palaces and country places. I shall have many brothers-in-law, but only three of them are married, one brother to a Russian, another to a Belgian; one sister is married to a prominent nobleman in the province of Perugia. Detalmo is the fifth of sixteen children. I am to meet my mother-in-law the day after tomorrow. I was told about her intelligence long before I met Detalmo, so it must be true. She is seventy-one years old and I send you a copy of the letter she wrote to me when Detalmo proposed to me. Of course it is in French, and I translate it so it will be easier for you. Detalmo knows little English, but I shall teach him before the wedding, as he is very quick to learn. I wish I could write longer, but I am still weak so that my pen refuses to travel.

Yours affectionately

Cora

P.S. Detalmo is just at the age his father was when he married. He is a count and has three other names, but we need not bother about them. One brother, Pietro, is the rival of Stanley in Africa but has not yet had the time to write his book, being only thirty-seven years old. It seems as if my letter will never end—so goodbye, Cora.



Her mother-in-law had written to her:


Salsomaggiore, July 10, 1887

My dear daughter,

From what Detalmo has told me about you, you will permit me to call you by that sweet name. My son asks for my consent to your union. He tells me you are necessary for his happiness and all that he says about your heart and mind makes me see that I must also rejoice at acquiring the right to your affection. I should like to express my feelings to you better, but my son will tell you that my heart is warmer than my pen. God bless you my dear child and give to you and Detalmo the happiness which I enjoyed with his beloved father.

Your mother,

Giacinta di Brazzà



Cora’s letter—the only one that survived the fire, which later destroyed all of Cora’s personal belongings and much, much more—reached all four of her maternal aunts. It was sent first to Marie Louise Day Sanders in England. Then it crossed the Atlantic and reached Sally Day Townsend on Long Island. From there it traveled to her aunt Amelia Day Starkey in New London, Connecticut. And finally it headed south across America by train toward New Orleans and young aunt Sallie Day, wife of uncle Bob.


[image: image]
Standing, from left: Cora; her maternal grandfather, James Ingersoll Day; an aunt; and a cousin. Sitting, from left: Cora’s husband, Detalmo, holding little Idanna; and two of Cora’s cousins (1890).





ON THAT FATEFUL June morning of 1895 in Brazzà, when Cora’s eyes fell on the New York Times article about Maria Barbella’s arrest, Detalmo was reminded yet again of his wife’s deep intuition and passion for justice.

Cora turned and stared straight into her husband’s eyes.

“A woman does not kill lightly; it’s not in her nature. It must certainly have been self-defense,” Cora remarked.

Detalmo did not answer. He felt that his wife was already determined to find out more about the young immigrant. Cora’s sudden impulses were often misunderstood, sometimes attracting bitter criticism or even seen as offensive. Conventional behavior of ladies from her class demanded they be perfect mistresses of the house, agile in conversation, subordinate and devoted wives, who also engaged—but with discretion—in charitable works.

But Cora was different. She was obstinate and sincere, and she fought every injustice to the end. Detalmo loved her for that very reason. But he was also protective of her, because he knew that she was more vulnerable than she appeared. He certainly preferred a woman who spoke her mind rather than one who was passive and eager to please.

Meeting his expectation, Cora immediately prepared to send a telegram to her aunt Sally. Although Cora’s hair was already arranged in the soft chignon that suited her so well, she was still in her silk robe, so she quickly went into the house to dress. Then she called Nonino, the coachman, and asked him to take her to Udine, five miles away. She wanted to be certain that the telegram, urgent as it was, would be clear and unmistakable.


DEAR AUNT SALLY, PLEASE READ ARTICLE PAGE FIVE, SECOND COLUMN, NEW YORK TIMES, APRIL 27 STOP LOOK INTO MARIA BARBELLA SITUATION STOP TELEGRAPH RESPONSE STOP GREETINGS TO ALL CORA.



Detalmo watched the open carriage pass the gate. Seated next to his wife was Idanna, their little daughter, in her straw boater, her long fair hair blowing in the wind. At that moment, he knew that the young Italian immigrant was not going to disappear from their lives.
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