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Introduction


Widely considered the first modern detective story, Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” was published in 1841. Since then, murder mysteries have continued to captivate American audiences, from the silent era to the streaming era, from the bright lights of Broadway to the stage of your local dinner theater. A walk through the aisles of your favorite bookstore offers an all-you-can-read buffet of murder and mystery in all its tantalizing flavors. With the genre of “true crime” flourishing thanks to countless podcasts and cable documentaries, it would take a dozen lifetimes to devour it all. So much crime, so little time!

While we tend to view the true crime genre as a modern creation, literary accounts of real-life robberies and murders can be found in English broadsides and pamphlets dating back to the sixteenth century, emphasizing the timeless nature of the genre. When it comes to mysteries, those left unsolved linger in the minds of readers long after the final sentence has been read. The lack of a neat and satisfying conclusion, as seen with unsolved murders in detective novels, leaves the audience with a world of possibilities.

Pennsylvania’s Coldest Cases focuses particularly on murder cases, which captivate the public with their unique angles and peculiar details. The title itself is a double entendre, as it refers both to the elapsed time since these chilling crimes were committed, as well as the horrendous manner in which the unfortunate victims met their demise. From the ten murders highlighted, there’s the case of Doris Whittmore, a friendly and well-liked prostitute whose lifeless body was carried into her apartment in the dead of night and arranged neatly in her bed. Not only is the identity of her killer unknown, but the location and exact manner of her death are also shrouded in mystery. There’s the case of the Hershey Torch Murder, in which a body was placed into a car and the vehicle set on fire to look like an accident. While the owner of the vehicle was eventually convicted of insurance fraud, he refused to say who the body belonged to or how he had acquired it. There’s the case of Henry and Ruth Shearer, a happily married New York couple found along a Lycoming County stream with their throats cut, 150 miles from home, while their young daughter remained inside their parked automobile just a few feet away. And then there’s the case of Norman Bechtel, a Mennonite church worker whose body was found near an abandoned mansion with occult symbols carved into his face.

These are among the ten baffling murders chosen for their bizarre details and unusual circumstances found in this book, and while I have furnished most of the story for you, it is up to your imagination to figure out the ending. If you can “crack the case,” you will have succeeded where hundreds of our best and brightest detectives have failed.
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The Feely Triple Death Mystery


Allegheny County

A charming variety of early twentieth-century architectural styles delights the eyes of motorists driving along South Braddock Avenue in the Point Breeze neighborhood of Pittsburgh. Behind banks of billowing greenery are Prairie-style brick homes and enchanting American Craftsman bungalows with overhanging eaves, interrupted by the occasional Mediterranean-style dwelling with dazzling white stucco walls. However, there is one house perched atop a hill that appears as an anomaly, with its distinctive Queen Anne turret and gabled roof; what makes this dwelling unique, apart from its anachronistic style, is the fact that it is a murder house. To be more accurate, it is a triple murder house and the site of one of the most baffling mysteries in Pittsburgh history.

In 1936, this house at 312 South Braddock Avenue was a luxury apartment home occupied by the family of the owner, Charles Young, and a respectable family named Feely. Described as the “ideal family,” the Feelys consisted of Martin, his wife Eleanor, and their two young children, Bobby and Janice. By all accounts, the family was the envy of the neighborhood; handsome and rugged Martin J. Feely was a physical education professor at the University of Pittsburgh, while his wife was a graduate of Columbia University in New York. The orphan daughter of wealthy and sophisticated parents, “Andy,” as Eleanor was known to her friends, seemed to have the world on a platter. She was young, intelligent, athletic, and beautiful. She held degrees in law, child psychology, and physical education. Yet, she put her career on hold to get married and start a family. Eleanor Buckley and Martin Feely were married at Christmastime in 1931 in a charming chapel in Valley Forge, and she quickly settled into a life of utter contentment with her handsome and dynamic husband and her young children. Marty, Andy, Bobby, and Jan—the perfect all-American family. Or so everyone believed.

Five-year-old Bobby, three-year-old Janice, and Eleanor were found brutally slain inside their apartment on June 18, 1936, while Martin was away from home. But who would want to slaughter Eleanor Feely and her two young children? To this day, no one is quite sure who carried out this diabolical act, though some suspect that Eleanor might have been the culprit, while others insisted that the husband, Martin, had orchestrated the tragedy.

“Why, it was the most perfect marriage I ever knew—an entirely wholesome relationship,” remarked Thelma Mertz, a family friend who worked as a secretary at the University of Pittsburgh’s Physical Education School. “Marty was born to be married,” added Mertz. “He was the most completely married man I know!” John Dambach, who was Martin’s superior in the physical education department and one of his closest friends, expressed similar sentiments. He remembered the time when Martin came to live with him for a few weeks when Bobby was infected with scarlet fever. Eleanor didn’t want her husband to catch it, so she implored him to stay with his colleague. According to Dambach, the young man seemed “utterly lost” without his family by his side.

On June 6, Martin had left Pittsburgh for the Life Magazine Boys Camp in Pottersville, New Jersey, of which he was a director. Before departing, he left a note for his secretary, Miss Mertz: Out for lunch. Back September 21. Martin’s family was to join him in New Jersey on June 19. On the eve of their planned departure, Jan, Bobby, and Eleanor were found dead inside their seven-room, first-floor luxury apartment. The rooms were in perfect order, and all the windows, except for one, were latched from the inside. No fingerprints had been left behind on the doors, knobs, or windowsills. There were no signs of struggle, no reports of screams by the neighbors. Nothing of value had been removed from the premises. Naturally, suspicion immediately fell upon Eleanor Feely.





The Death Scene

It was the landlord, Charles Young, who discovered the crime scene early on the morning of Thursday, June 18. The forty-eight-year-old landlord, who lived in the third-floor apartment with his wife and their seventeen-year-old son Fred, told authorities that he couldn’t sleep because he hadn’t seen or heard from the Feelys for almost twenty-four hours. Knowing that Bobby had recently been stricken with scarlet fever, Young began to worry over the curious silence. He telephoned a mutual friend, a high school teacher named Austin Grupe, believing that Eleanor and her children might be there. They were not. Young put on a robe, grabbed a flashlight, and went down to the terrace that slopes around the sprawling old house to check on his tenants. The back and front wooden doors were wide open, though the screen doors in front of them were latched from the inside. He knew at that moment something was not right. Working up his courage, he shone his light through one of the bedroom windows, and what he saw chilled his blood.

The landlord found Eleanor face down in a pool of blood from a stab wound, tied to a radiator pipe with a hemp rope that had been fastened around her neck. Into this rope the handle of a claw hammer had been twisted until Eleanor was strangled. When the police arrived, they found the hammer under her body. The light of the flashlight revealed that the children were in the same room, strangled to death before an ice pick had been jammed into their skulls. Bobby lay on his back on a cot, wearing khaki overalls with his name embroidered in red thread, and the cord from a bathrobe tied tightly around his neck. Janice was in her crib, face up, dressed in blue and white flowered pajamas. A hemp rope had been wound tightly around her neck as well. The ice pick was on the floor to the right of Eleanor.

After viewing the gory spectacle through the window, Young raced up to the second floor, which was occupied by his father-in-law, and telephoned the police. When they arrived, Young snipped a hole in the door screen, lifted the latch, and let them inside. In addition to the hammer and ice pick, they discovered a red-handled screwdriver beneath Janice’s body and dishes and a butcher knife on the table. Their luggage had already been packed in preparation for their trip to New Jersey.
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The Feely Family. From left: Eleanor, Janice (center top), Bobby (center bottom) and Martin. Shenandoah Evening Herald, June 23, 1936.


Pointing to the lack of fingerprints on the doors and windows and the lack of clues pointing to a forced entry, city detectives immediately concluded that it had been a case of murder-suicide. James Davidson, the county ballistics expert, and Inspector Howard Forner agreed. The deputy coroner, however, scoffed at this notion. According to Deputy Coroner John Artz, Eleanor had been tied to the radiator with a sailor’s square knot—hardly the kind of knot a woman would use. In addition, all three victims had been stabbed in the left temple. If the mother had been right-handed, it would’ve been unnatural for her to stab herself in the left temple; if she had been left-handed, it would be equally unnatural to stab the children in the left temple. Also, detectives discovered one thumbprint on the hammer, and it did not belong to Eleanor Feely.

“I don’t care what the police say,” declared Deputy Coroner Artz. “Some fiend—some ghoul—murdered these three.” The landlord, along with friends, relatives, and neighbors, agreed with Artz. Also adhering to this theory was Grace Stansbury, the nurse who had lived at the home during Bobby’s illness.

“I can’t believe she would end her own life,” said Stansbury, “and certainly she would not kill those darling children.” The nurse readily admitted that Mrs. Feely was high-strung and anxious at times, and even depressed, but Stansbury chalked it up to worry over Bobby’s illness. “He was the loveliest child I ever nursed,” she said. One thing that Artz and the police could agree on was that Eleanor, Bobby, and Janice had been dead for hours. The landlord hadn’t seen a light inside the home since 1:00 a.m., hours before he went to check on the Feelys.




Martin Comes Home

On Friday afternoon, a devastated Martin Feely returned to Pittsburgh by train and was met by several friends, including John Dambach, who escorted Martin to the homicide bureau. “Eleanor would never have done this,” was all he could manage to say. During his questioning by Sergeant Ralph Barton of the homicide squad, Martin held his hands tightly to his forehead as if he were in pain. “I knew her. I lived with her for twelve years,” he wept. “She was not the kind of woman to do a radical thing like this. Who could have done it? Who could’ve gotten into my house?” Dazed, the devastated husband was unable to answer Barton’s questions. His mind had gone blank. He kept asking when he could get the bodies of his wife and children.

Finding it unbearable to return to his apartment, Martin stayed with his close friend, Austin Grupe, and vowed that he would never set foot inside his home ever again. At Grupe’s home a mile away on Shady Avenue, Martin sought total isolation. His meals were brought to his room by a neighbor, though he made one phone call to his wife’s sister in Delaware, who had married one of his old friends from college. He did return to his South Braddock Avenue home, briefly, but refused to enter the room where the killings took place, and he refused to speak to reporters.





The Mayor Finds a Clue

Another person who wasn’t satisfied with the murder-suicide theory was Pittsburgh’s embattled mayor, William N. McNair, who had recently made headlines for being arrested after refusing a judge’s order to refund a fine he had unlawfully assessed a citizen. The unapologetic McNair, who fashioned himself a champion of the “little guy,” had a confrontational relationship with city council and the police department, which began as soon as he was sworn into office in 1934. At one point, McNair became so disillusioned with Pittsburgh politics that he set up his office in the lobby of City Hall to demonstrate his independence from the city bureaucracy. McNair also butted heads frequently with Governor George Howard Earle III, who, one year before the Feely murders, cut off funding to the city over a dispute with the pugnacious mayor.

After the detectives left the crime scene without uncovering any significant clues, McNair decided that he wasn’t content to sit on the sidelines. Accompanied by his wife and sister-in-law, McNair entered the property on Friday morning to snoop around, and he discovered that a Western Union messenger had inquired for the Feelys on Wednesday night. McNair telephoned the police from the Park Place Public School across the street to announce that he was “taking charge” of the investigation. He ordered the police to investigate the nature and origin of this mysterious telegram and then resumed his sleuthing with Detective Samuel Wheeler. Wheeler, who had his own troubles with city politics, had recently been demoted from inspector to detective, and his former position was given to Howard Forner, a move which many believed was an act of political cronyism. “Wheeler can work a case from the bottom up,” promised the mayor, when asked about his meddling in the Feely case. “Wheeler’s a detective and Forner’s a politician.”

When Inspector Forner arrived at the crime scene a few hours later, McNair unceremoniously refused to let him inside. As a result, Forner and his men had no choice but to wait outside in their car while the mayor and Charles Young searched for additional clues. McNair immediately suspected that the squeaky clean condition of the apartment indicated that the crime scene had been deliberately cleaned up sometime after the murders but before the arrival of the police.

Surprisingly, the hapless and lethargic police department began to make headway in their investigation only after McNair muscled in. It was learned that the landlord had hired two “Negro handymen,” William Penn of Nimmick Place and Charles Davis of Tioga Street, to renovate the apartment while the Feelys were away on vacation. Could this explain the light that was seen inside the apartment hours before Young found the bodies? With the departure of Mrs. Feely and the children planned for the next morning, it’s likely both men had already been given keys to the property and, being handymen, this could also explain where the rope, screwdriver, and claw hammer came from. But there was one glaring problem with this theory—nothing had been stolen from the apartment. And, surely, the sudden appearance of two unknown men in the dead of night would elicit cries of alarm from one of the Feelys, if not all three.

McNair, however, wasn’t about to rule out anything—or anyone—and Inspector Forner had to reluctantly admit to the press that he was no longer sure about his suicide theory.




A Bulldog and a Bottle of Milk

The best chance of solving the mystery was the fingerprint found on the hammer, but experts eventually concluded that the thumbprint belonged to one of the police officers who had carelessly handled the evidence. This enraged Mayor McNair, who roared, “Nothing should have been touched in this house until this mystery was cleaned up, and it looks like a mystery to me.”

The post-mortem examination, performed by Dr. R. M. Helmbold, provided some additional facts, though it did not provide any answers. The stab wounds the victims had suffered were not fatal, and an additional shallow stab wound was found on Eleanor’s chest. Bobby was also found to have a fractured skull, though death was caused by strangulation. This could suggest a “soft-hearted” killer, one who at least had the decency to render the child unconscious before killing him, or it could also suggest a highly motivated killer hellbent on finishing the job.

Authorities explored every angle of the case, but no motive or explanation seemed clear. Nothing was stolen from the Feely home. There were no signs of financial or domestic troubles. All members of the family were healthy and of sound mind, and even little Bobby had made a full recovery from his illness. The Feelys had no known enemies, and there were no signs of a forced entry. The two handymen hired by the landlord had alibis. Martin could offer no information that detectives didn’t already know. The only possible explanation was that Eleanor, Janice, and Bobby had been murdered by someone who was known to them, and a bulldog and a bottle of milk might prove this theory.
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The Feelys lived on the first floor of this house at 312 South Braddock Avenue. Pittsburgh Sun-Telegraph, June 19, 1936.


After the tragedy had occurred, landlord Charles Young recalled that his bulldog, Toots, didn’t bark during the night of the South Braddock Avenue massacre. “If there had been a struggle, we would have heard,” said Young. “If not, our bulldog, Toots, certainly would. Toots didn’t bark at all.” According to ballistics expert (and deputy coroner) James Davidson, he saw a full bottle of milk on the kitchen counter, suggesting that Eleanor had brought it inside from the back porch for a breakfast that was never eaten. Considering the time of day, the only people who were inside the house when the murder took place were Young, his wife, his teenage son, and Alois Schaffner, Young’s father-in-law.




Dropped Like a Hot Potato

On Saturday, June 20, two brothers of Eleanor Feely, Robert and Richard Buckley, arrived in Pittsburgh on a charter plane from New York to view their sister’s body and urge the police to intensify their search for the killer. At the morgue, they identified the body and pointed out that Eleanor never used her left hand, which led the Buckley brothers to refute the suicide theory. The stab wound on Eleanor’s left temple could not have been self-inflicted, they insisted. John Black, supervisor of the morgue, wasn’t so sure. He had seen stranger things during his long career. “It’s not suicide!” declared Robert to the press. “My sister was dearly devoted to her children. Dearly attached to them and happily married.”

The suicide theory was also doubted by a pair of sisters from nearby McKees Rocks who had worked for the Feelys as domestic servants. Pearl and Mary Kozak had also gone to the morgue to view the bodies and had burst into tears at the terrible sight. “They were the finest people we ever knew,” said Pearl. “They never had a disagreement and were always happy together.” Of course, history is filled with stories about seemingly perfect couples with dark secrets and shocking double lives. Were Martin and Eleanor truly as happy as they appeared? And while there is no rule that states that a suicide victim must leave behind a note, no such note was ever written by Eleanor Feely.

By the weekend, rumors and innuendo were running rampant through the city, especially after it was reported that Martin had made arrangements for the bodies of his wife and children to be cremated and their ashes scattered in an undisclosed location after a memorial service on Sunday, June 21. Those who overindulged on dime-store mystery novels were quick to point out that this made Martin himself a suspect. After all, nobody seemed to recall Eleanor voicing a desire to be cremated after her death. When bodies are incinerated and reduced to ash, secrets tend to go up in smoke; there would be no way to examine them in the future, no way to exhume the corpses for future analysis. Could this have been a case of murder for hire? And could this explain the lone mysterious phone call Martin had made during his period of isolation?

Chief Deputy Coroner James Davidson attempted to put the murder theory to rest by announcing that the official photographs taken by the coroner clearly showed Eleanor’s hand twined around the hammer that had been used as a lever in the rope which garroted her to death. This announcement sparked intense debate, as law enforcement had previously stated that the hammer in question was found under Eleanor’s body, not in her hand. Some even went so far as to allege that the coroner’s office had staged the death scene photos in order to bring the case to a close. Wouldn’t suicide be the most convenient conclusion for detectives?

On Sunday, June 21, a conference was held between investigators and other parties and agencies involved in the case. The goal was to reach a consensus, and the meeting was adjourned after it was agreed that their “official” position was that Eleanor Feely had taken her own life after murdering her children in a fit of temporary insanity. This was based upon one irrefutable fact—not a single piece of hard evidence pointing to murder from an outside party had been uncovered. Conversely, they had been able to recreate a possible scenario supporting the murder-suicide theory:

Eleanor, her nerves and mind strained from nursing her sick son back to health, prepared Janice for bed and noticed that she was feverish. Bobby’s illness had led her to the brink of a nervous breakdown, and the thought of nursing another child back from scarlet fever set her over the edge. She went to the pantry drawer and retrieved a piece of twine which had come into the house around a package from the drugstore. She used half of the twine to strangle Janice but was interrupted by Bobby, who entered the room. She struck him on the head with the hammer before strangling him with the cord of his bathrobe. Next, she stabbed them with the ice pick before stabbing herself, first in the chest and then in the temple. Realizing these wounds were only superficial, she took the remaining twine and tied one end to the radiator pipe and the other around her neck. Twisting the twine around the handle of the hammer like a tourniquet, she finally strangled herself. Upon reenacting this possible scenario, investigators admitted that it would be awkward to carry out these actions with the right hand but not impossible.

Another interesting fact which emerged from this conference was the supposed “sailor’s knot,” which some claimed would not have been used by a woman. Police determined that a sweater which Eleanor had been knitting for Bobby at the time of their deaths used the very same type of knot. While this fact bolsters the suicide theory, it also presents an intriguing possibility. If Eleanor wasn’t the killer, then perhaps it was a person who also knew how to knit. This might suggest a female killer and a female very close to the Feely family. This would explain why the landlord’s dog didn’t bark, why none of the neighbors heard a commotion, or why none of the victims put up a struggle. Might the motive have been jealousy?

Following the conference, after just three days of investigation, police announced that they were dropping their probe into the Feely murders. Mayor McNair, incidentally, did not participate in this conference; he resigned on a whim in October and was never again elected to office. However, he did not give up on his mission to solve the Feely triple-murder mystery.




Feely Sends for Reinforcement from the Big Apple

On June 24, two New York private investigators arrived at the Webster Hall Hotel, checking in under the names J. S. Harrellbrook and James O’Connell. Per the request of Martin Feely, the pair was conducting an independent investigation. Harrellbrook was a retired New York City homicide detective, and O’Connell was a criminology student. After conferring with Inspector Howard Forner and Detective Samuel Wheeler, the two private investigators went to Point Breeze to go over the Feely apartment. Inside, they found a previously undiscovered bloodstain on the floor, located about twenty-two inches from where Eleanor had been tied to the radiator pipe. The men were baffled, theorizing that the blood may have been smeared when Eleanor’s body was moved.

[image: ]
Pittsburgh Sun-Telegraph, June 19, 1936.


While this new clue didn’t answer any questions, it was sufficient to force Coroner McGregor to take another look at the case. On June 25, the coroner held a long closed-door conference at the morgue with Detective Wheeler while several chief figures in the case waited outside to be interviewed. These included the two New York private investigators, Martin Feely, Charles Young, John Dambach, Grace Stansbury, City Detective George Brubach, and Chief Deputy Coroner Davidson. A short time later, three more city detectives arrived, one of them bringing a paper bag containing three ice picks. Nurse Stansbury was the first witness called into the room, and it was reported by the Pittsburgh papers that she left the building in tears when the twenty-minute interview was over.

What took place during this round of questioning was never revealed, but it was reported that Martin hired a Washington, DC-based research criminologist named B. J. Creel to question several of Eleanor’s friends, including Stansbury, the following day at police headquarters. Stansbury repeated her previous statement that Eleanor had exhibited signs of anxiety and suffered lapses of memory. This statement was refuted by Mrs. Austin Grupe, who was the last person to see Eleanor and her children alive.

“Mrs. Feely was not nervous,” Grupe said to Creel. “She was relaxed from the strain of Bobby’s illness and was in good spirits. It was the first serious illness of any of her children and if she was worried at any time I think it was only natural.”

When the grilling was over, Martin said to reporters who had gathered outside the police headquarters, “Every day I’m more and more convinced that my wife did not kill herself and the children.” The three private investigators hired by Martin expressed the same belief.




Monaghan Takes Over

Meanwhile, detectives were busily sorting through the slush pile of tips and leads from concerned citizens and anonymous sources. One city detective, Stuart Dapp, had been told by a female neighbor that she had heard Eleanor remark that screen doors of the apartment were kept locked because she was “afraid of a man in the neighborhood.” The renewed investigation was placed in the capable hands of Walter Monaghan. Monaghan, who had cracked the case of the Martha Westwood murder one year earlier, was widely considered to possess the most brilliant crime-solving mind in Pittsburgh, earning him the reputation as an ace detective. There were striking parallels in the two cases; Martha, the wife of a McKees Rocks justice of the peace, had been shot three times in her bed while her children were sleeping and her husband was away from home. Much like the landlord’s dog, Toots, the Westwood family’s bulldog did not bark when the intruder entered the home. Monaghan concluded that the killer could only have been the husband, Justice of the Peace James Westwood, even though he seemingly had an airtight alibi. Monaghan was able to bust this alibi to pieces in his courtroom testimony, and Westwood was convicted.

Martin appeared delighted over Monaghan’s entrance, lauding him as the ablest sleuth in the city. Most importantly, there was now a source of centralized authority in the case. Sure enough, the ace detective was able to produce quick results. On August 13, it was reported that the City Detective Bureau had officially reversed its opinion, moving the case out of the “closed” classification and onto the list of unsolved murders. This reversal was based on blood tests performed by the US Department of Justice.

The Department analyzed bloodstains from the sheets of the daybed in which Bobby had been strangled and stabbed in the temple with an ice pick and found two distinct blood types—one matching the blood type of Eleanor, the other matching Bobby’s blood type. According to the City Detective Bureau, this was proof that Eleanor had been stabbed on the daybed. But was it possible that Eleanor could’ve attempted suicide on the bed with an ice pick before strangling Bobby and herself?

City Detective Samuel E. Wheeler didn’t think so. Wheeler, who had been quietly investigating the case ever since Mayor McNair had assigned it to him, believed that Eleanor’s ice pick wound, though not fatal, was serious enough to render her unconscious. Wheeler stated that Mrs. Feely could not have risen from the bed, dragged herself over to the radiator, and twisted the tourniquet around her neck in her weakened state. She could not have carried the ice pick with her, said Wheeler, though it was found beside her body.





The Case of the Missing Towel

This was one of the four “physical impossibilities” cited by the City Detective Bureau in its decision to reclassify the case as murder. The other three were: There were no fingerprints on the hammer, other than one careless detective’s thumbprint; Eleanor’s clothing was not disarranged in a manner suggesting self-strangulation; and there wasn’t enough space near Eleanor’s body for her to use the hammer as a lever for twisting the tourniquet. “She would’ve had to climb up on the radiator and hang head-down and twist the rope,” stated Wheeler. “I tried until my elbows were raw from bracing myself on the floor. I couldn’t do it, and I don’t think Mrs. Feely hung head down from the radiator to commit suicide. . . . If this is murder, it’s a cinch the killer was somebody well known to the family.”

In mid-September, Detective Wheeler made a shocking announcement, claiming that a vital piece of evidence had mysteriously vanished. In one photo of the crime scene taken by the deputy coroner, a bloody towel was seen hanging over the edge of Janice’s crib. This towel did not appear in the photos taken at the scene six hours later by police. So who took the towel, and why? Wheeler believed that the killer had returned to the apartment to steal the towel in order to make the murder-suicide angle seem more convincing. This could mean that Wheeler was right about the slayer being known to the Feely family, or it could also mean that a frustrated member of law enforcement removed the towel in order to bring the case to a simple and quick conclusion. Unfortunately, the missing towel is one of the many mysteries concerning the Feely murders.

While neither Wheeler nor Detective Monaghan ever directly accused Pittsburgh law enforcement of tampering with evidence, their statements concerning the handling of the case did not win them many friends within the department. When Wheeler turned in his report to Mayor McNair later that month, he charged officers with “a deficiency of proper police protection” of the crime scene, claiming that at least thirty curiosity-seeking civilians were inside the apartment when he first arrived. Wheeler wrote:


Close observation of the apartment revealed the rooms had been pretty well scrutinized by the curious public. Clothing had been distributed over the furniture and floors, furniture drawers ransacked, utensils generally handled, bed clothing thoroughly disarranged, in general illustrating a lack of proper police protection. Had they (the police) intelligently conformed to their duties it might have been possible to procure definite fingerprints or prominent clues.


Within days of receiving Wheeler’s report, William McNair unexpectedly resigned as Pittsburgh mayor, citing an inability to work with city council. “He ended his term as mayor as he had conducted the city’s affairs—abruptly, amazingly, and without warning of what was to come,” stated the Post-Gazette on October 7. But while McNair had given up city politics, he didn’t give up his crusade to solve the Feely murder mystery. Detective Story Magazine published McNair’s account of the triple tragedy, resulting in a deluge of theories and suggestions from readers. One reader, a former New York City police officer, said that he was so shocked by McNair’s story that he “got out of bed in the middle of the night” to pen his suggestions for solving the mystery.




The Coroner’s Jury

Now that the case was getting national attention, the long-delayed inquest into the deaths of Eleanor, Janice, and Bobby Feely was finally set for Tuesday, November 24. Over thirty witnesses would be called upon to give their testimony before Coroner McGregor’s six-man jury. In preparation for the inquest, Detective Wheeler requested a court order allowing him to use a lie detector to interrogate three of the witnesses who, according to Wheeler, knew more than what they had told authorities. The request was denied.

As many had predicted, the inquest proved to be a heated clash between two rival factions of law enforcement, with Detective Wheeler at the helm of the group of law enforcement officials who favored the murder theory and Detective George Brubach leading the argument for murder-suicide. Voices were raised, tables were pounded, and, after two days of testimony, Coroner McGregor’s head was reeling. He called a recess until Friday, stretching the inquest to its third day and making it the longest inquest in Allegheny County history to that point.

The highlight of the inquest was the much-anticipated testimony of Bobby’s nurse, Grace Stansbury. Stansbury once again declared that Eleanor Feely had been “exceptionally nervous and depressed,” and jaws dropped when she testified that Eleanor had a death premonition. According to Stansbury, she had urged Eleanor not to give Bobby his birthday presents until Monday, when his scarlet fever quarantine was lifted. Eleanor supposedly replied, “Oh, just give him the presents now. I feel that there won’t be any Monday.” When questioned about the ice pick, Stansbury claimed that it had belonged to Eleanor. According to her testimony, she had been called to the Feely apartment to tend to Bobby when Eleanor brought out crushed ice to prepare a compress. When she asked Eleanor how the ice had been crushed, Eleanor told her she used the ice pick. However, when presented with a “line-up” of ice picks, she was unable to identify the one found next to Eleanor’s body.

On Friday evening, a verdict was rendered. The coroner’s jury decided that Eleanor Feely and her two children were murdered.

No arrests were ever made in the Feely case, and no suspects were detained or hauled in for questioning. The bodies of Eleanor and her children were cremated, the location of their ashes unknown. As for Martin Feely, he resigned from the faculty of the University of Pittsburgh the following year and moved to New York, where he accepted a position as chairman of the health education department at Abraham Lincoln High School in Brooklyn. He never remarried and passed away in 1995 at the age of ninety-two.
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