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Introduction

Many people are fascinated with crime. In fact, the more sensational the offense, the more eagerly they follow the case. The same applies to trial and punishment. Present grisly or graphic evidence and announce a severe or deadly sentence, and the ever-curious public will savor every gruesome detail.

My interest in true crime started when I witnessed an execution while working on an article for a regional magazine. The unusual experiences associated with this assignment began on a winter night in 1996, just before midnight. I was in an administration building of the Delaware Correctional Institution in Smyrna, a small town in the middle of a small state. Along with nearly one hundred other correspondents—representing publications and broadcast news outlets from across the country, plus a film crew that had traveled to the rural Delaware village from Europe—I sat and waited. The hours passed slowly as each of us clutched a small, blue, bake-sale-style raffle ticket. We were eager to learn the results of a drawing that would name the late-night gathering’s eight “winners.” The prize: admittance into the state’s execution chamber to witness the last legal hanging in the United States.

With nothing much to do in the former school gymnasium, I spent time studying the crowd’s diverse members, all waiting and wandering around the stark, uncomfortable room. In the rear of the hall, television news anchors primped for the camera. They concentrated on adjusting their hair and perfecting their makeup before they read “this-just-in” updates, “direct from the hanging scene.”

Less concerned with their looks were the veteran newspaper reporters, scattered on uncomfortable metal chairs throughout the hall. A few—representing papers from New York City (“the city,” they said to the rest of us, as if there is only one) and Washington, D.C.—wore expensive suits and spoke in a haughty tone. They sighed and glanced unpleasantly around at the surroundings, complaining loudly about the lack of luck that had placed them on the deathwatch vigil in, of all places, “Nowhere, Delaware.”

But none of the moaners dared leave the premises, lest they miss the results of the Maxwell House coffee-can drawing, when a state corrections official would reach in the container and select the matching ends of the ticket stubs held by the lucky few.

Unfortunately, that Wednesday night my number wasn’t called. Along with more than ninety other losers, I waited several more hours in the hall, anticipating the return of the chosen few who had witnessed the prison death scene. About 1:30 A.M., I listened to a panel of my “luckier” colleagues, who sat behind microphones in the front of the hall and offered their impressions of murderer Billy Bailey’s state-sanctioned necktie party. In detail, they described his march up the rustic, twenty-three-step, wooden gallows; the hooded executioner’s placement of the noose; the noise accompanying the body’s sudden drop through the scaffold’s trapdoor; and the slow twirling of the corpse as it dangled from the thick, tightly stretched rope. Like the others in the audience, I took notes for my upcoming article.

But luck and persistence paid off five evenings later. The following Monday night, I sat in the same room, clutching another blue ticket stub. I had returned to Smyrna for Delaware’s next scheduled execution. You might say the First State was offering an execution “twofer” that month. Not surprisingly, the number of media representatives attending that night’s featured event—a more common lethal injection—had dwindled significantly. Less than three dozen reporters had bothered to come back to the converted-gymnasium waiting room to report on the drug-induced death of the next convicted murderer.

Just before midnight, my number was called. I had won the opportunity to enter into the prison’s sterile death chamber to witness the execution of murderer William Flamer. Through a large glass wall, we observed the killer’s long-awaited demise. But unlike the brutal death of Flamer’s unfortunate victims, the end of this murderer’s life was as peaceful and painless as a baby falling to sleep. “Death Watch,” my on-the-scene report of the two evenings, appeared a few months later in Delaware Today magazine. Even though more than a decade has passed, I am able to recall vividly the memories of those two nights, probably because the experiences were rare, unusual, and associated with murderers who had committed horrific crimes, both in 1979.

Billy Bailey was executed by hanging for shooting an elderly couple in their home in a small village. The husband was eighty, the wife seventy-three. Bailey was on a prison work-release program at the time of the murders. Because he had been convicted of the crimes while hanging had still been a legal method of punishment in Delaware, Bailey was offered the choice of dying that way or by lethal injection, which had been instituted since his conviction. He chose hanging, and it was carried out according to his wishes.

William Flamer was executed by lethal injection for the brutal killings of his elderly uncle and aunt. Upset they would not turn over their Social Security check so he could continue a drinking binge, he stabbed them more than 150 times with a bayonet and a kitchen paring knife.

Certainly, the number of stories, size of headlines, and amount of front-page space given to articles in the days following sensational crimes and during their eventual trials demonstrate the public’s fascination with and hunger for the lurid details. “There’s nothing that gets the juices flowing in any town like a good murder,” I read many years ago in a popular crime novel. Though I’m unable to offer proper attribution, the author’s fictional character stated a fact that’s been verified endlessly since biblical times.

Criminal behavior often generates horrific images and stimulates the imagination of readers, viewers, and listeners. Newspaper and magazine publishers, as well as radio and television station owners, follow the same proven principle: The grislier the crime, the larger the headline or the longer the airtime.

If handled properly and delivered quickly, crime fattens the bottom line. It’s the equivalent of retailers’ Black Friday. And because of the large number of the unlawful in our society, crime is not a once-a-year event. Its frequency allows criminal acts to be packaged, spotlighted, and marketed continuously. Murders, robberies, kidnappings, riots, disappearances, and drug overdoses sell at the newsstand, cause lines to form at the box office, and fill sofas in front of living-room televisions. The latest killing or drug bust isn’t on page 16, competing for attention with local school-board or zoning hearing announcements. A fresh murder or big-money robbery—preferably with blood and injuries—hits readers between the eyes like a wet snowball, in the form of bold, black, extra large headlines above the fold on page 1.

Insatiable viewers and savvy advertisers are responsible for a never-ending series of programs such as the hit shows Law & Order and CSI. Though professional writers create much of the dialogue in these programs, a number of plots and characters are based on real-life events. Former police officers, prosecutors, and in some cases, even convicted criminals serve as paid consultants, providing realistic details to ensure accuracy. Crime is good, but true crime is better—unless you happen to be a victim.

That said, this book is a look at only a small number of the more sensational crimes or unusual transgressions that occurred in the state of Maryland. A comprehensive examination would fill enough volumes to rival a set of encyclopedias. Each of the state’s county law enforcement units could provide at least half a dozen cases worthy of inclusion. With hundreds of murders taking place each year within the jurisdiction of Baltimore, several volumes could be devoted to senseless acts of violence that have occurred in that major city alone. And in every rural and urban locale, crimes continue to be committed.

But authors have to start—and finish—somewhere. While researching this project, I found that my being somewhat of a pack rat proved worthwhile. One of the traits many writers share is a tendency to save news clippings of what they think at the time are interesting stories. Often these newspaper or magazine articles merely catch the eye, serving no immediate purpose. Nevertheless, we place them aside for future reading, with the thought that they might come in handy someday.

On the last day of the recent millennium, December 31, 1999, I had dropped an Associated Press story by writer Kathy Gambrell into a manila folder. Other than the headline—“Some of Maryland’s most notorious crimes: List of crimes compiled by Maryland members of the Associated Press”—the article remained unread until December 2007, when I rescued it from the bottom of a growing stack of other yellowed clippings long ago saved for “future use.”

In her introduction, Gambrell wrote: “Following is a list of the most notable Maryland crimes this century based on a poll of Maryland broadcast and newspaper members of the Associated Press. The list, which is chronological, is by no means a complete record of criminal acts.”

My thanks are extended to those who participated in that informal poll nearly a decade ago; several of their selections are included as chapters in this book. But this limited number of stories offers only a glimpse of the long and varied history of crime, punishment, and criminals—captured, imprisoned, released, executed, or still at large—in the Old Line State.


CHAPTER 1

A Brief History of

Crime in Maryland
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To understand the crimes committed and punishments administered throughout Maryland since its settlement, it is important to be aware that judicial and public safety attitudes have been affected by the state’s history and geography—and this remains the case today.

From Maryland’s settlement in 1634 to its important present-day location adjacent to the nation’s capital, events—and in this particular case, the nature of many crimes—have been influenced by the state’s critical role as a mid-Atlantic crossroads of the young American nation. Especially important are the countries of origin and religious preferences of Maryland’s earliest settlers, its occupational and cultural identity associated with the Chesapeake Bay, and finally, its territorial importance and significant involvement in our nation’s early wars, particularly the Revolution, War of 1812, and Civil War.
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Maryland is classified as a border state. Located both south and west of the Mason-Dixon line—which symbolically divides the country’s northern and southern regions—the Old Line State, politically, has always fallen into a geographic gray zone. During the Civil War, the state was listed as siding with the North, but its citizens exhibited divided loyalties. A significant number of its residents and leading politicians advocated Confederate causes, such as slavery, states’ rights, and distrust of a powerful Federal authority. Because of its central location and valuable Chesapeake Bay water routes, Robert E. Lee’s rebel troops and Yankee units under a succession of commanders considered Maryland a valuable prize. During the four years of bloody conflict, both Northern and Southern armies used the state like an interstate highway, tromping over its mountains and through its fields and sailing along its waterways.

But Maryland’s important role as a border-state crossroads had begun decades earlier. Immediately after the passage of the Slave Trade Act of 1808, which prohibited the importation of slaves into this country, enterprising Maryland night riders or slave catchers rounded up and kidnapped slaves who had previously escaped or had bought their freedom. These latter individuals, called freemen, were coveted human prizes. After being kidnapped, they were kept prisoner on Maryland properties—usually located near waterways leading to the Chesapeake Bay—until it was safe for them to be sold back into bondage to enterprising slave traffickers who had sailed secretly into Maryland from the Deep South. Plantation owners, who needed a steady supply of cheap labor to replenish their dwindling workforce, eagerly awaited the delivery of this officially banned human cargo.

In the decades immediately preceding the Civil War, Marylander Harriet Tubman helped establish the Underground Railroad, a secretive network of “conductors” that guided slave “passengers” to freedom. Her web of hidden routes and safe houses, known as “stations,” helped free hundreds of slaves, and the publicity surrounding her success helped lay the groundwork for the eventual abolition of slavery.

But it would take more than one hundred years for the full effects of Tubman’s efforts to come to a climax, with the civil rights demonstrations of the 1960s. Up until that time, Maryland and her sister states in the Deep South had moved slowly to grant full rights to African American citizens. Many former Confederate states maintained their separate-but-equal traditions, which were practiced in such public places as movie theaters, churches, schools, restaurants, swimming pools, and lunch counters. In the mid-twentieth century, scholars suggested that civil disobedience and riots demanding dramatic change and racial equality could be traced back to the persistence and bravery of Tubman, an illiterate slave from Dorchester County in southern Maryland.

In the early years of the state’s settlement, New World settlers followed the seventeenth-century approaches to crime and punishment that had been practiced in England. This was to be expected, as citizens, church leaders, and political officials were familiar with these accepted methods, such as the pillory, stocks, whipping post, ducking stool, gossip bridle, iron cages, and branding iron. Such punishments were applied to criminals judged responsible for a range of crimes, ranging from public disturbances, not attending church services, and idle gossip to robbery, assault, and murder. Even more drastic and immediate methods were taken if a citizen happened to be accused of witchcraft.

In 1654, the misnamed ship Charity left England bound for Maryland’s shore. A sudden and extended storm led the captain to believe a witch might be aboard. He enlisted the help of a passenger with ministerial credentials, and upon examining all of the vessel’s women, they found one bearing an “unclean mark,” indicating her association with the devil. To solve their stormy problem and dispose of the evil passenger, by now branded as a witch, the crew hanged Mary Lee from the tallest mast and tossed her “possessed” body into the sea as a sacrificial offering. When the storm suddenly stopped, all aboard agreed they had selected the correct passenger and taken the proper action to resolve their mutual plight.

Not altogether surprisingly, many colonies imported convicted criminals to boost the numbers of the settlement’s limited workforce. In March 1739, 115 felons and convicts were taken from London’s Newgate Prison and placed on the ship York, bound for Maryland. One wonders how many of these passengers of questionable background continued their criminal careers in the Maryland colony.

Colonial jailhouses were the responsibility of each individual county. Many were so poorly constructed—often nothing more than an open pen where the captive was chained or watched—that the local constable had to remain at the site for extended periods to guard his prisoners. If the accused managed to escape, the constable was fined for poor execution of his duties. Death by hanging was a common practice in counties throughout the colony. Public executions on the gallows, in town squares or prison yards, were viewed as entertainment events and attracted massive crowds. These public spectacles continued to occur, to the delight of eager viewers, into the early twentieth century.

In 1882, Maryland established a new law authorizing the use of the whipping post as a punishment for wife beating. This statute directed law enforcement representatives to administer a designated number of lashes on the back of the accused, often in a public setting. The form of punishment lasted until the mid-twentieth century (see sidebar).


CAT-O’-NINE-TAILS
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Whipping, a sensational form of punishment administered before a crowd of rowdy bystanders, had been accepted in Maryland for centuries. Over time, however, its application was modified, restricted, and eventually written off the books—showing how changing public attitudes, political decisions, and the natural evolution of the field of criminology have affected the treatment of criminals in the state’s penal system.

Being subjected to the lash in a public square was a common punishment in England during the Middle Ages. When settlers arrived in the New World, this was one of many sentences commonly accepted at the time. Not surprisingly, it became part of the newly formed justice system in many of the young colonies.

In an article titled “Colonial Crimes and Punishments,” James A. Cox wrote: “Whipping sentences usually stipulated that the stripes be ‘well laid on,’ as the phrase went. In one case of a multiple whipping, the beadle—a minor church official—was ordered to lay on, but was so light-handed the sheriff seized the lash and scourged him, too, before turning to the prisoners. Bystanders gave the sheriff three cheers for his attention to duty.”

Whipping posts claimed a prominent place in colonial-era town squares and churchyards, usually standing beside the stocks and pillories.

In 1897, a New York Times reprint of an article from The Cosmopolitan stated: “The pillory, which usually accompanied the whipping of criminals, was regarded as a species of public entertainment. The rabble evidence such pleasure in pelting the culprits with eggs, vegetables and clods that Watson, in his historical annals of Philadelphia, declares that, inasmuch as the punishments were inflicted only on market days, the price of eggs was then systematically higher than common.”

In New England, the lash was applied for the slightest offenses, such as sleeping during a sermon, dozing off at work, or kissing one’s wife on a public street on a Sunday. Simply because of their religion, Quakers living in the northernmost New World colonies were marked as targets of public whippings. Initially, Maryland approved of the laying on of the lash for those committing more serious crimes—such as forgery, theft, Sabbath breaking, and blasphemy.

In 1882, Maryland generated new interest in use of the whipping post by passing a law authorizing its use for those found guilty of wife beating. An 1895 New York Times article noted the border state’s successful use of the punishment to curtail domestic violence. The Maryland law stated: “Any person who shall brutally assault and beat his wife shall be deemed guilty of a misdemeanor, and upon presentment and conviction thereof by any court of competent jurisdiction, shall be sentenced to be whipped not exceeding forty lashes or be imprisoned for a term not exceeding one year, or both, in the discretion of the court.”

When a Baltimore court sentenced a prisoner to a whipping, it caused a “big sensation, and the prisoner after his whipping corroborated the practical results of the law by saying that he never would make himself subject to the penalty again, and by declaring that the disgrace of it was worse than the physical discomforts. Since the law went into effect, cases of wife beating have been less numerous than formerly,” the New York paper reported.

In 1896, John Boots of Chesapeake City, Maryland, was sentenced to ten lashes with the cat-o’-nine-tails, as the whip was nicknamed, for brutally beating his wife, Mary Boots. “About seventy-five people congregated in the jail yard as witnesses, much to the dissatisfaction of Boots, who desired that no one be admitted. He also made a request that no one be allowed to take his picture while undergoing his humiliating punishment.”

As criminal justice evolved during the twentieth century, whippings became less frequent. Cecil County made use of the lash for the final time in December 1940, when a wife beater was sentenced to sixty days in jail and “10 lashes on the bare back.” In 1945, a Prince George’s County man was sentenced to ten lashes, applied to the lower back. Roger B. Farquhar reported in the Washington Post that “a whip that had been a family heirloom since Civil War days was loaned for the occasion. Witnesses said the convicted wife-beater bit his lip so hard blood was seen on his mouth.” In 1953, the Maryland legislature repealed the law allowing the whipping post to be used as punishment for any crime.

To the surprise of many, Maryland’s next-door neighbor Delaware kept its whipping post—nicknamed “Red Hannah”—on the books until 1972, although the last criminal in that state was whipped—for beating a woman—in 1952.



Sometimes, however, crimes were committed and justice dispensed with the perpetrators knowing there was no possibility of capture or of being brought into courtrooms before white-wigged judges. Maryland’s extensive coastline, which borders the Atlantic Ocean and surrounds the majority of the massive Chesapeake Bay, hosted an extensive shipbuilding industry. When builders weren’t making large warships for the country’s navy, these craftsmen were constructing watermen’s workboats for fishing, clamming, oystering, hunting, and shipping.

Centuries ago, from Baltimore’s Fells Point to its current-day tourist-popular Inner Harbor, large warehouses surrounded busy wharves. In numerous saloons, brothels, and gambling houses on streets that lined the docks, people were often “shanghaied”—kidnapped and dragged aboard vessels heading out to sea—to serve as crewmembers. By the time they regained consciousness, the ship was far from land. The unfortunate victim had no choice but to accept the forced captivity and work as a member of the crew until the ship arrived at the next port. Unfortunately, some of these hijacked sailors never again set foot on land. They were paid “by the boom,” a reference to their being tossed or knocked overboard by a swinging wooden beam before the ship approached port, thus allowing the captain and regular crew to divide the drowned victim’s wages.

In 1807, the College of Medicine of Maryland was established as one of the first medical schools in the country. This learned institution also earned a reputation as a center of the country’s graverobbing industry. Located in Baltimore, this medical college’s faculty physicians paid the school’s janitorial staff to exhume freshly deceased bodies from nearby cemeteries and bring them back to the college for autopsies and classroom medical examinations, which were illegal at the time.

One administrator at the University of Maryland’s Alumni Association office described the clandestine network and grave robbers’ techniques as “incredible,” saying, “It would have made today’s drug smugglers look like children.” Documents indicate that Maryland medical college faculty supplied bodies to schools as far away as New England for research and dissection. The “subjects,” as they were referenced in an 1830 letter from a physician at the College of Medicine to a teaching colleague at Maine’s Bowdoin College, were to be “put up in barrels of whiskey” for preservation during shipment and transport. “I shall immediately invoke Frank, our body snatcher (a better man never lifted a spade), and confer with him on the matter,” the physician wrote. “We can get them without any difficulty at present, but I would not tell the world that any but ourselves should know that I have winked at their being sent out of state.”
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