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MURDER
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THE FARMER

THE ROAD LEADING TO WILLIAM K. DEAN’S HOME WAS A WINDING country lane that rose gradually, twisting and turning, passing fewer than half a dozen houses until it reached a point overlooking the town of Jaffrey, New Hampshire. In 1918, Jaffrey consisted of two villages: Jaffrey Center, which lay to the west with the larger and grander homes of the more affluent residents, and East Jaffrey, a typical New England mill village with a river running through it, the factories, railroad depot, and homes of millworkers nearby. Jaffrey’s residents were a mix of hard-rock Yankees whose parents and grandparents had tilled the soil, raised sheep, and cleared the hillsides, living alongside recent immigrants who worked in the mills and factories.

On the evening of August 13, 1918, William Dean rode down to East Jaffrey in his buggy, reluctantly leaving his wife Mary at home. The Deans had been happily married for 38 years, but in recent years Mary had begun to suffer from a mild form of senility that was attributed to “softening of the brain.” While not a complete invalid, she was nevertheless prone to memory lapses and occasionally mixed up her words.

Neighbors who saw Dean driving to town that evening thought he seemed somber and distracted, as if something was weighing on his mind. It was a Tuesday evening, the night that stores in East Jaffrey stayed open until 9 p.m. to accommodate those who could not conduct business during the day.

Dean first stopped at Goodnow’s, the flagship store of a dry goods chain that would eventually spread across New England. He made a few purchases, then walked up the street to the post office and Duncan’s drugstore, which shared a building. He chatted with a friend named Georgiana Hodgkins, then crossed the street to drop off some laundry at Meyers dry goods store. He crossed back over the street, bought some currant buns at Vanni’s market, then walked back to his buggy parked behind Goodnow’s.

According to Georgiana Hodgkins, Dean gave her a ride to the nearby home of her brother-in-law, Charles Rich, who was perhaps Dean’s best friend. Just before Dean and Hodgkins arrived, Rich had sustained a kick in the face from his horse and was bathing his wounds with the help of his wife, Lana. Dean visited with the Riches for a time and then headed home.

It was twilight of a sweltering summer day, and as Dean drove his buggy out of town, children were playing in the road—not unusual at a time when few horses or vehicles would come along to interrupt them. Dean rode past the home of Mrs. Emma Chouinard, who beckoned to her children to let him pass. According to Mrs. Chouinard, he tipped his hat “in his polite way,” and continued on his way. A number of other villagers, relaxing in hammocks or rockers on their porches in hopes of catching a cool breeze, also saw Mr. Dean as he drove by. They waved, bid him good evening, or simply nodded pleasantly.

They did not know it was the last time they would ever see him.
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THE TOWN

BY THE FALL OF 1918, THE UNITED STATES HAD BEEN AT WAR WITH Germany for over a year. The war brought victory gardens, Liberty Bonds, and reports of German U-boats prowling the waters off the East Coast. Despite the war, day-to-day life in East Jaffrey proceeded as it had for decades, much as Thornton Wilder described it in Our Town, the quintessential New England play set in the southwest corner of New Hampshire. “You come up here on a fine afternoon and you can see range on range of hills—awful blue they are,” says the Stage Manager, who narrates Our Town. “And, of course, our favorite mountain, Mount Monadnock’s right here—and all around it lie these towns—Jaffrey ‘n North Jaffrey, ‘n Peterborough, ‘n Dublin…”

The Stage Manager, from his vantage point in Peterborough where Wilder wrote the play, could well have seen William Dean’s hilltop home some six miles away to the southwest. At the time, most of the region had been cleared of trees to provide pasture for sheep and wood for fuel, and incidentally providing unencumbered views of mile upon mile of rolling hills.

The Deans lived in a small bungalow perched on a windswept knoll a hundred yards off the Old Peterborough Road. Past the bungalow another hundred yards was a large summer house that the Deans had built and which they had been forced to begin renting out when finances became tight. Between the two houses and down a slope was a barn where Dean kept his few animals: one or two cows, his horse, a flock of white turkeys for which he was locally known, and an assortment of stray and cast-off animals that the Deans had taken in. Standing in their yard, one could see Mount Monadnock rising majestically to the west, Massachusetts to the south, and on a clear day, the Atlantic Ocean eighty miles to the east. It was an isolated but starkly beautiful location, with only the sounds of wind, birds, and the occasional night-calling owl to disturb the peace.

William Dean’s father had been a Baptist missionary in China and then Siam, where William grew up playing with the crown prince of Siam. In later youth, he lived with his uncle Henry, a physician in Rochester, New York, who inspired William to go to medical school. Dean studied and trained to be a doctor, but never actually practiced medicine. His wife, Mary—who was also his first cousin—knew the stress that a medical career had caused her father and married William only when he agreed not to practice. They moved to Jaffrey in 1887, in part because Dean was suffering from a throat ailment that threatened tuberculosis; it was thought that the clean country air of their hilltop retreat would aid in his recovery.

In Jaffrey, the Deans were much loved for their kindness and hospitality. They appreciated literature, music, and art and hobnobbed with wealthy summer residents who descended on the region during the warm months to attend the theatre, concerts, and art exhibitions. The summer people often brought visiting guests to the Deans’ hilltop farm to see the magnificent views of the mountains and the surrounding towns and villages. Mary recorded the visitors’ names in a guest book, and in one season she noted as many as 600 visitors. It was an idyllic way of life that came to a sudden, tragic end on the night of Tuesday, August 13, 1918.

According to Mary Dean, her husband arrived home at about 9:30 that evening, his usual time when returning from the village. He brought in his purchases, ate one of the currant buns he had purchased in town, and smoked a cigarette. At about 11 o’clock, he went to milk the cow; Dean was viewed as somewhat eccentric by his neighbors in that, contrary to accepted practice, he milked his cows at noon and midnight, so that he could sleep late in the morning. The Deans were accustomed to staying up into the early hours of the morning, reading by a light that locals reported could be seen a great distance away. Before he headed to the barn, William told Mary he would return at midnight and asked her to have a hot supper ready for him when he returned. He took a lantern and pail and left to do his chores.

Mary heated some soup and waited for William’s return, but he didn’t come. An hour passed, then two. She began to grow anxious; the Deans were creatures of habit, and it was unlike him to deviate from his usual routine. She felt certain some mishap had befallen him. Why else would he leave her alone for so long?

She waited through the night, occasionally dozing, then startled awake by the rustling of wind in the trees or the shrill bark of a fox in the woods. Her husband never returned.
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THE SEARCH

AT THE BREAK OF DAY MARY WENT TO THE BARN, WHERE SHE HAD NOT been for months and had not dared to go at night. She entered through the small side porch and found the lantern tipped over, its light extinguished. The lantern still had oil in it, which meant it had not run out on its own.

She searched the barn but found no sign of Billie, as she called him. Panicking, she returned to the house and began telephoning friends and neighbors. She called Martin Garfield, perhaps the nearest neighbor, who arrived a short time later with his young son. They found Mrs. Dean talking anxiously with Arthur Smith and a neighbor boy who had arrived that morning to hay the Deans’ fields.

Garfield and Smith searched the barn, the summer house, and the surrounding fields, while the two boys climbed up to the hayloft, but there was no sign of Mr. Dean. Garfield, knowing of Mrs. Dean’s sometimes confused mental state, asked her if he could look around their house—perhaps Mr. Dean was simply sleeping late as was his habit and she had gotten confused about his whereabouts. But Dean was not in his bed, nor anywhere else in the house.

Not far from the Deans’ porch was an uncovered well protected only by a low stone wall. It occurred to Garfield that Dean might have tripped and pitched into it in the dark. He asked Mrs. Dean if her husband might have stumbled into the well without her hearing it, a suggestion that would have unfortunate consequences for her later. “She looked queer and didn’t answer,” Garfield said. But by now, she seemed convinced that her husband was dead, certain that he would have returned unless something had happened to him.

Pondering the situation, Garfield walked to the barn and sat down to rest on the steps of the side porch. Looking down, he saw a drop of blood on the ground. Arthur Smith’s young helper, standing nearby, also saw the blood and asked what it was.

“I guess Mr. Dean killed a chicken or something,” Garfield said, not wanting to alarm the boy. But by now he suspected that something had happened to Mr. Dean and that this was not chicken blood.

He looked around casually and saw more blood on the porch steps, as well as on the door to the barn. He said nothing to the boys, but returned to the Dean house and telephoned William Coolidge, the town’s head selectman, telling him simply that Mr. Dean was missing.

Coolidge responded quickly, heading to the Dean farm and stopping along the way to pick up fellow selectman Peter Hogan and acting police chief Perley Enos. As they drove to the Dean place, Coolidge told the others that they would start by looking the house over. “The old lady is out of her mind, and you see if you can find anything there,” he said. “Just as likely as not, she might have killed him.”

The men arrived at the Dean farm and searched the houses, the barn, and the surrounding woods and fields, but Mr. Dean was nowhere to be found. Coolidge proposed calling for more help to scour the area, but Garfield argued that Dean couldn’t have gone far. “I know Mr. Dean couldn’t walk a great ways because his legs troubled him,” he said. Then, remembering his talk with Mrs. Dean about the well by the bungalow, Garfield suggested they search the rainwater cistern next to the summer house. The cistern had an old wooden cover that was level with the ground except for a single layer of loose bricks surrounding it. It would not have been noticeable from any distance, and only a person who was familiar with the place would have known about it.

Coolidge, Hogan, and Garfield walked up to the cistern and lifted the cover. “Mr. Garfield got a pole and began to poke around in the cistern,” according to Coolidge, “and apparently he hit something, and we asked him what it was and he said it felt like a bag. I took the pole and knocked what felt like a body, and I said, ‘He is there all right.’”
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THE BODY

BY NOW, IT WAS NOON. THE MEN FOUND AN ICE HOOK IN THE BARN AND used it to pull the body out just enough to confirm that it was William Dean. He had been bound, his hands tied behind his back, a rope around the knees, and a rough burlap sack over his head.

They released the body back into the water and telephoned the county authorities, waiting for them to arrive before removing the body from the cistern. While they waited, William Coolidge became concerned about Mrs. Dean and decided she should have someone with her. He called the Monadnock National Bank to speak with Dean’s friend Charles Rich, who was manager of the bank, hoping that Rich’s wife could come to look after Mrs. Dean.

Coolidge heard the phone ring, but before it was answered, a car pulled into the Deans’ yard. In it were Charles and Lana Rich, Georgiana Hodgkins, and William Leighton, the town undertaker. Their arrival struck Coolidge as odd. How could they have heard the news so quickly, given that Dean’s body had just been found?

When the Riches arrived, Mrs. Dean was in the barn tending to the turkeys and other animals, which seemed odd to Charles Rich. “She was down there doing that instead of being overcome with grief,” he testified later. “I was a little surprised at that, knowing she was an invalid. And from that day to this she hasn’t, to my knowledge, inquired what became of Mr. Dean or mentioned it.”

Mrs. Dean emerged from the barn, and Lana Rich and Miss Hodgkins took her aside to keep her from seeing what was going on at the cistern. Mr. Rich joined the other men by the cistern, at which point Martin Garfield noticed that Rich had a severe black eye and cuts on his face and ear. Rich also made what seemed to Garfield like a foolish comment. “Mr. Rich came to the well and looked in and said he thought Mr. Dean was nervous and intimated that he probably put himself out of the way,” Garfield said. “I told him I didn’t think Mr. Dean could commit suicide the way he was fixed up.”

“Mr. Dean was a pretty smart man,” Rich said.

“He must have been a mighty smart man to tie his legs together, his hands behind his back, pull a bag down over his head, put a stone around his body, jump into the cistern and pull the cover over it,” Garfield replied. He offered to have Dean’s body pulled up for Rich to see, if he had any doubts about the matter.

Rich turned white. “I don’t care to see him.”

At that, Rich left and rejoined the women. Mrs. Dean saw him approach and said, “Oh, Mr. Rich, Mr. Dean is dead in the deep water.”

“Yes, Mrs. Dean, he was in deep water,” Rich replied.

Georgiana Hodgkins found Mary Dean’s reaction to the news disturbing. “She didn’t seem to be impressed by the fact that her own idea had been confirmed, and just went on talking,” Hodgkins said.

The Riches and Miss Hodgkins were the only people present to hear Mrs. Dean’s comment about deep water, words that would cause her no end of trouble in the days to come.

It was not until 2 p.m. that the person responsible for investigating the murder, Cheshire County Solicitor Roy Pickard, arrived on the scene. Pickard, a graduate of Middlebury College, had been a schoolteacher before becoming a lawyer. From there, he was elected county solicitor, equivalent to district attorney. Although he had been in office for only four months at the time of the Dean murder, Pickard had already earned a reputation for prosecuting cases aggressively. He arrived at the Dean farm accompanied by the county medical examiner, Dr. Frank Dinsmore, and two county sheriffs.

The officials stood by as Dean’s body was pulled from the cistern and laid on the grass. The ropes binding Dean’s knees and arms had been tied with square knots, and rather than untie them, the men cut the ropes to preserve the knots as evidence. They removed the burlap sack from Dean’s head, revealing a blood-stained horse blanket that had been wrapped around it, along with a stone estimated to weigh about twenty- five pounds, apparently added to keep the body from floating to the top of the cistern.

The searchers unwrapped the blanket, revealing deep cuts on the left side of Dean’s forehead and bruises to his left eye. A horse halter had been looped around Dean’s throat and pulled so tightly that it left an indentation in his neck. If there had been any doubt before, there certainly was none now; William Dean had been brutally murdered.

The body was placed in a basket and carried to the kitchen of the summer house, where Dr. Dinsmore conducted a preliminary examination. He determined that the lacerations on Dean’s head had been caused by one or more blows, which were perhaps strong enough to render him unconscious, but probably not to kill him. He also concluded that Dean had not been drowned. “There was no water in the lungs,” he testified, an indication that the victim had not been breathing when he was dumped in the cistern. However, the lungs did provide evidence for the actual cause of death. According to undertaker Leighton, who was present at the examination, “The lungs showed a dark color, proof of suffocation.” The conclusion seemed clear: William Dean had been stunned by a blow to his head, choked to death, and then bound and thrown into the cistern.

The examiners checked Dean’s clothes and found, in his right hip pocket, a silver box containing tobacco and cigarette papers. The farm-hand Arthur Smith, who was present, had seen the case many times while working about the farm. “It was a little square box and just like an engraving on top,” he said.

The engraving consisted of the initials H.W.D., those of Dean’s uncle and father-in-law, Henry Walter Dean, who had given the case to William. It was a cherished heirloom, one that he carried everywhere; Dean was an inveterate smoker, and townspeople had often seen him roll his own cigarettes with the papers he carried in the box.

While the examination of the body proceeded, County Solicitor Pick-ard, the sheriffs, and volunteers searched the farm for clues. They found bloodstains on the barn door, the doorknob, the porch steps, and the floor of the barn. They concluded that Dean had been murdered in the barn and his body carried 150 feet to the cistern; the grass from the barn to the cistern did not appear flattened or compressed, indicating that the body had been carried rather than dragged.

The searchers were unable to find anything that might have been used as a murder weapon. Nor could they find the milk pail that Mr. Dean had used on the night of his death, which perplexed them. According to Mrs. Dean, that night he had used a tin pail with a strainer on the side. She had found another pail, a blue and white pail, “but I couldn’t find the strainer pail anywhere,” she said.

In any event, it appeared that Mr. Dean had finished milking the cow before his murder. Fish and game warden George Wellington arrived, milked the cow, and found that it gave no more than the ordinary amount, establishing that it had been milked the night before. But the milk pail had disappeared. It was suggested that perhaps the murderers had washed their bloody hands in the pail and disposed of it, wanting to hide the evidence. If so, where was the pail, and what had they done with the milk?

Then, as if there weren’t already enough complications, New England’s weather—well-known for being fractious and changeable—dealt the search a sudden and disastrous blow.

  That summer had been exceptionally hot and dry, with temperatures soaring to over 110 degrees and less rainfall than in the previous 35 years. Social events were cut short due to the intense heat, and gardens withered for lack of rain. But if people wanted rain, they got it in spades on the day William Dean’s body was found. At about 3 p.m., a violent thunderstorm struck, the worst in anyone’s memory. The storm took down electrical systems, knocked out street lights, and hurled lightning that burned a barn with 30 tons of hay to the ground.

At the Dean farm, the storm brought all activity to a halt. Curiosity seekers scattered to their homes, and most of the officials, deciding that not much more could be done in the way of searching, left as well. When the thunderstorm abated, undertaker William Leighton took Dean’s body from the summer house to his mortician’s parlor in the village.

The question then arose as to what to do about Mary Dean. Neighbors and friends felt she was incapable of caring for herself, and as far as county officials were concerned, she was the only possible suspect in the case.

Lana Rich took charge of the situation. She contacted the district nurse Marie Hiller with a request and a warning. According to Hiller, “Mrs. Rich told me to watch Mrs. Dean and said that it would not be safe to stay alone with Mrs. Dean as she had me to believe that Mrs. Dean might be the murderess, and that I should get some other woman to stay with me.”

The problem was finding someone willing to help Hiller watch over Mrs. Dean, a woman who was suspected of murder and possibly insane. A solution presented itself in the aftermath of the thunderstorm, which had wreaked havoc throughout the region. At the tack factory, the storm caused electrical problems that brought work to a standstill, its workers temporarily furloughed. Nurse Hiller asked one of the workers, Elizabeth Bryant, if she would stay with her at the Dean farm to watch over Mrs. Dean. Hiller admitted to being spooked by the nature of the murder, but Mrs. Bryant was, in her own words, “one of the kind that don’t let anything trouble me.”

Nevertheless, a gruesome murder had been committed at the farm, and the murderer, as far as anyone knew, was still at large. That night, three men stood guard over the Dean premises, while the women stayed with Mrs. Dean in the bungalow. The night passed without incident, although the watchers were tense, and Mrs. Dean’s erratic behavior—wandering from room to room, forgetting who these people were and why they were in her house—only exacerbated their jitters. They found it hard to believe that Mrs. Dean could commit such a horrific crime, but there was still the very real possibility that they were spending the night with a madwoman.
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THE INVESTIGATORS

THE NEXT DAY, AUGUST 15, THE FIRST NOTICE OF DEAN’S MURDER appeared in the Peterborough Transcript.


Brutal Murder in East Jaffrey

The community was stirred Wednesday by the discovery of the brutal murder of William K. Dean, a retired farmer, 70 years old, living about two miles from this village, who was killed sometime between midnight and morning.



The article appeared at the bottom of the second page, in the community news section for East Jaffrey, a placement that seems odd. In a region where homicides were not everyday occurrences, the murder of a well-known resident would certainly seem like front page news, but perhaps the placement resulted simply from a rush to get the news into the paper. The brief story sketched the outlines of Dean’s disappearance, the finding of his body in the cistern, and the fact that authorities were at a loss to know the motive for the murder. “They are making a close investigation of the premises,” the article concluded.

To assist with the investigation, County Solicitor Pickard contacted the Pinkerton Detective Agency, an organization famous for protecting Abraham Lincoln during the Civil War and somewhat infamous for their part in strike-breaking activities at the turn of the 20th century. The agency assigned detective Harry L. Scott to the Dean murder case, reporting directly to Roy Pickard.

At the same time, agents of the Department of Justice’s Bureau of Investigation (predecessor to the FBI) also began looking into the murder. The agents had already been in the area, investigating reports of possible German espionage made by citizens who had been told to be alert for any signs of enemy activity on the home front. The people of the Monadnock region had taken the charge seriously. They reported high-powered automobiles—still enough of a novelty to be remarked upon—traveling on little-used country roads and sometimes driven by foreigners. International visitors had always frequented the area’s resort hotels, but now seemed more suspect as they hiked in the woods, made long-distance telephone calls, and socialized with locals reputed to have pro-German sympathies.

But the largest number of reports concerned lights coming from Mount Monadnock or the surrounding hills. Sometimes flashing, sometimes steady, occasionally colored or moving horizontally or vertically, the lights were reported throughout the summer and fall of 1917. Typical was a brief notice in the Peterborough Transcript for September 20, 1917, noting that, “For the past few evenings about 7 o’clock, a light has been seen near the south end of Monadnock mountain, which appears to be a signal, but what for we have no idea. It may need investigating.”

Locals, the year-round residents of the region, were sometimes hesitant to report such sightings to the authorities for fear of looking foolish. Or it might simply have been the Yankee tendency to reticence. But the wealthy summer people—with a greater sense of entitlement, as well as homes and connections to government officials in Boston and New York—felt no such compunctions. They made their concerns known, concerns that came to the attention of the Bureau of Investigation, which sent agents to look into the matter.

In the spring and summer of 1918, federal agents had interviewed a number of witnesses about signal lights and other suspicious sightings in the Monadnock region, but they had found no solid evidence of enemy activity. Their initial response to the reports of signal lights was muted, if not dismissive, noting that the lights generally appeared near a farm or highway, or were simply the result of “physiological causes.”

In other words, people were seeing things. Despite their best efforts over many months, agents of the Bureau of Investigation had failed to uncover any real evidence that the lights had anything to do with enemy espionage or the actions of pro-German sympathizers. Agent J.C. Leighton summed up his findings in a report of August 10, 1918. “A great many of these reports on the lights have come from women who are intimately acquainted with one another and it appears to have become a hobby with them to report these occurrences. During interviews which agent has had with them, they constantly refer to one another relative to what has been seen. Apparently, no one living in the immediate vicinity from which these lights are alleged to have been displayed has seen them.”

Then, three days after Agent Leighton filed his report, William Dean’s body was found in the very neighborhood where the Bureau had been investigating the lights. Suddenly, the focus of investigation shifted. Now the agents weren’t simply looking into flashing lights. Now it was murder.

On the morning of August 15, Jaffrey selectman Edward Boynton contacted the Concord office of the Bureau of Investigation and asked them to help the county solicitor investigate the murder of Mr. Dean. Agent Guy Reeve traveled to Jaffrey, inspected the scene of the crime, and spoke with the selectmen and the county solicitor.

As the investigators conferred, the Dean farm was already in the process of being broken up. Mrs. Dean had called Russel Henchman, a near neighbor, to take away the cow and bull, telling him she could not care for them by herself. That afternoon, Henchman loaded the bull onto a truck and then proceeded to sweep the barn floor. Henchman, who was the superintendent of the town water works, next went to the summer house, where he turned off the water and drained the pipes.

Meanwhile, Roy Pickard, the sheriffs, and Harry Scott continued their search for the murder weapon and the missing milk pail. They combed the houses, the barn, and surrounding fields without success. Finally, it occurred to them that the murderer might have tossed the murder weapon or the milk pail into one of the farm’s wells or the cistern where Dean’s body had been found. Deputy Sheriff Walter Emerson brought in a gasoline-powered engine to pump the water from the cistern, but he found no weapon or milk pail there. Instead, a more significant clue turned up: a silver cigarette case, shining at the bottom of the cistern.

One of the men who assisted with the pumping pulled the case from the water and handed it to Emerson, who laid it on the grass to dry in the sun. A number of witnesses saw the cigarette case, including Selectman Boynton. “I saw taken from the cistern after the water had been pumped out, a flat white metal cigarette case which was noticed at the bottom of the cistern, this was thrown on the grass,” Boynton said. “Walter Emerson took same to hold for evidence.”

By that time, newspapers in Concord, Manchester, and Boston had begun to report on the brutal murder, not always accurately. “Farmer Bound and Drowned in Cistern,” the Boston Globe reported, mistakenly stating that Dean “met his death by drowning.”

“Mystery Shrouds Murder,” the Boston American reported, and included the first mention of Dean’s tenant, Lawrence Colfelt. Colfelt, a wealthy and somewhat aloof character, had lived with his wife and step-daughter in the big house on the Dean property until a couple of months before Dean’s death.

On August 17, in an article headlined “No Clue to Motive for Murder at East Jaffrey” the Boston Post noted, “The authorities are practically convinced that whoever did the work of killing was familiar with every detail of the Dean premises and habits.”
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THE FUNERAL

WILLIAM DEAN WAS BURIED ON FRIDAY, AUGUST 16, DESPITE AN ODD and somewhat gruesome incident that threatened to delay the event. On the morning of the funeral, medical examiner Dinsmore came to undertaker William Leighton at the Baptist church and said he had overlooked something in the examination of Dean’s body. He wanted Leighton to take the body back to the undertaking parlor and remove the stomach for further examination. Leighton argued against this as a great inconvenience to him and the many folks planning to attend the funeral. Rather than delay the funeral, he suggested they go ahead with the service, then hold a committal ceremony at the town vault, after which he would remove the stomach and proceed with the burial. Dinsmore agreed and the service proceeded.

A large number of townspeople attended the funeral, but sadly, Mary Dean did not. In fact, she was never told about the funeral, as those watching over her apparently deemed it best that she not be there.

Another person notably absent was Dean’s friend, Charles Rich. By now, a number of people had seen Rich with a greatly bruised and scratched face, which he attributed to the kick from his horse that he had received on the night of the murder. The cuts and bruises on Rich’s face caused no end of gossip in town, gossip that only intensified when Rich did not appear at Mr. Dean’s funeral, especially since he was supposed to be a pallbearer.

In fact, Rich had been preparing to leave for the funeral when County Solicitor Pickard, Selectman Coolidge, and Agent Reeve arrived at the bank, seeking to examine the contents of William Dean’s safety deposit box. Rich explained that he was just on his way to the funeral, but the officials told him they would be done in time for him to attend.

A problem immediately arose in that Rich did not have a key to Dean’s deposit box. Oddly enough, Rich’s wife, Lana, did have a key, having found it at the Dean bungalow and been told by Selectman Edward Boynton to hold on to it for safekeeping. Rich sent home for the key, and the box was opened. Inside were the Deans’ wills, a box with some jewels and pearls, some family memorabilia, Liberty Bonds valued at $1,800, and other bonds of lesser value—nothing that seemed to give a clue as to the motive for Mr. Dean’s murder. By the time the investigators had examined the contents of the box to their satisfaction, the funeral was over. Charles Rich had missed it.

As far as we know, the only family member to attend William Dean’s funeral was his brother, Frederick, who had arrived from his home in New York City the night before. It was the first time he had been to Jaffrey in years, as he and William had been estranged for some time.

As the closest relative, Frederick assumed responsibility for Mrs. Dean. He arranged for Dr. Charles E. Thompson, superintendent of the Gardner, Massachusetts, State Colony for the insane, to examine her and assess her mental condition. On Saturday, the day after the funeral, Dr. Thompson followed Mary around the farm for two hours accompanied by Frederick Dean, New Hampshire Attorney General Oscar Young, and detective Harry L. Scott. They retraced William Dean’s final movements from the house to the barn, then to the cistern where his body had been dumped, all the while watching Mrs. Dean closely for her reaction. In his report, Dr. Thompson stated, “I am of the opinion that Mrs. Dean is suffering from a progressive deteriorating mental disease which has already lasted for several years and which will undoubtedly continue.”

Almost immediately, Frederick Dean applied to Probate Judge Robert A. Ray, who declared Mary Dean to be insane and—based on Frederick’s recommendation—assigned Lewis W. Davis, vice president of the Monadnock Savings Bank, to be her guardian and administrator of her estate.1 Davis quickly made the decision to send Mrs. Dean to a sanitarium for observation. This was not a formal commitment, although as Judge Ray stated, “She was regarded at that time as dangerous.”

Apparently, Agent Reeve agreed. In a brief report filed on August 19, he wrote, “From the facts as presented by the County Solicitor and by the selectman, this office has concluded that Dean’s wife was the one who committed the murder, especially in view of the fact that she had been reported as gradually losing her mind for the last few years.”

On the morning of Tuesday, August 20, Marie Hiller and Elizabeth Bryant arrived at the Dean bungalow to accompany Mrs. Dean to the sanitarium. Mary, who had become used to them coming in the evening, remarked, “But you have come here early today, haven’t you? Why, you are all dressed up.”

“We’re going for an automobile ride, wouldn’t you like to come with us?” Bryant asked.

Mrs. Dean was resistant to the idea until Oscar Dillon, a driver who had once taken her for an enjoyable ride to Boston, asked her. “You’ll go with me, won’t you?”

Mary finally agreed, but changed her mind when it was time to go. At that point, Marie Hiller gave her a sedative injection, and the elderly woman was bundled into the car. The women were accompanied by Frederick Dean and Dr. Alfred Childs of Dublin, New Hampshire.

Mary seemed to enjoy the ride at first, until it became a longer trip than she had expected and the countryside was no longer familiar, at which point she asked to be taken home. The women began singing to calm her and they eventually arrived at the Herbert Hall Hospital in Worcester, Massachusetts, which billed itself as “A Hospital for the Care and Treatment of those afflicted with various forms of Nervous and Mental Diseases.” Mary Dean did not know why she was there and expected to be returned to her home at any moment.

She never saw her home again. Within a few weeks, all of her personal property had been removed from the estate and put into storage, awaiting an auction that would disperse her belongings to the homes of friends, neighbors, bargain hunters, and morbid curiosity seekers.
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THE DETECTIVE

ON THE SATURDAY THAT MARY DEAN’S MENTAL STABILITY WAS BEING assessed, the Ladies’ Aid Society of Peterborough held a rummage sale in support of a new hospital that had been proposed for the town of Peter-borough. The sale raised $400 for the cause, and among the items sold were several donated by William Dean on the eve of his murder.

That same day, the first notice of Dean’s murder appeared Jaffrey’s weekly paper, the Monadnock Breeze. The Breeze, as its editor and publisher often referred to it, appeared every Saturday with farm news, recipes, and items of local interest: who was visiting whom, who was recovering from illness, whose son was serving in France. The news from East Jaffrey and Jaffrey Center appeared in separate columns as if the villages were two distinct towns, reflecting what those who lived in them generally felt.

The tone of the Monadnock Breeze was chatty, Republican-leaning, and editorially sanguine. From the beginning, it encouraged patience and trust in the officials investigating the Dean murder, even as time dragged on with no apparent progress being made in the case. “People are naturally anxious and some are getting nervous and timid knowing that such a horrible deed could happen,” the Breeze reported, “but cooler heads are willing to wait patiently while those in authority continue their work upon the case.”

Meanwhile, locals lived in fear that the murderer remained on the loose. The milk pail was still missing, no murder weapon had turned up, and there was still no clue as to a motive for the killing. The once-quiet town of Jaffrey became a hotbed of rumors and hearsay. The rumors—of which there were plenty—pointed to three possible suspects: Dean’s wife, Mary; his friend, Charles Rich; and his former tenant, Lawrence Colfelt.

Frederick Dean, perhaps discouraged by the lack of progress in the case, returned to his home in New York on Thursday, August 22. There, his wife encouraged him to contact William Wendt de Kerlor, a self-styled criminal psychologist, lecturer, and psychic with whom she had become acquainted. De Kerlor had a long and somewhat checkered history, including a stint on vaudeville. He also had a conviction for fortune telling, which was illegal at the time and resulted in him being deported from England. Like modern-day celebrities, de Kerlor had learned the tricks of self-promotion, including providing sensational copy to newspapers as a way of heightening his acclaim. He was assisted in his many enterprises by his wife, Elsa Schiaparelli, who would later achieve fame as a fashion designer.

Frederick Dean spoke to de Kerlor about his brother’s murder and asked for his psychological view of the case. De Kerlor, in addition to his other enterprises, was a correspondent for the New York World newspaper and always looking for a good story. He agreed to help.

The next day, Dean and de Kerlor traveled by train to East Jaffrey. Before arriving, de Kerlor suggested that he go by the pseudonym “Kent” among the locals, explaining that he was very well known and his reputation might elicit scorn from “people more or less skeptical of psychological methods”—a fear that was justified, as it turned out.

Dean and de Kerlor arrived on Friday evening and checked into a boarding house in town. On Saturday morning they went to the Monadnock National Bank, where Dean introduced de Kerlor to banker Charles Rich, without revealing that he was a criminal psychologist and a private investigator. Upon meeting Rich, de Kerlor took note of the bruises on the banker’s face, about which Dean had warned him ahead of time. De Kerlor was skeptical that the injuries could have been caused by a kick from a horse, but said nothing.

The three men spoke cordially for a time, then Dean and de Kerlor went to the Dean farm where the estate administrator, Lewis Davis, was busy sorting books, letters, and papers. De Kerlor inspected the barn and noted the blood stains on the steps, along with three scratch marks that looked as if they had been caused by some implement. He examined the cistern and found similar scratches on one of the stones that ran around it. He took photographs of everything, including some that would later cause doubts about his methods, if not his sanity.

The next day, an incident took place that did nothing to bolster de Kerlor’s credibility. He and Frederick Dean returned to the Dean farm in the company of Sheriff Emerson and George Wellington. De Kerlor wanted to view the surrounding range of hills, perhaps to study the possibility that someone had been signaling from the Dean place. To that end, he had asked Wellington to bring his field glasses.

The four men stood on the verandah of the summer house, from which vantage point de Kerlor surveyed the surrounding area through the binoculars. After a minute, he pointed in the direction of Turner’s farm, a neighbor east of the Dean farm. “You will observe an iron trestle,” he said.

Wellington took the glasses, but didn’t know where de Kerlor was looking.

“Directly back of the building,” de Kerlor said. “It’s a wireless.”

“Is that what you call them out in New York?” Wellington asked.

“Yes.”

“Well, here in New Hampshire we call them windmills.”

The following Monday, Dean and de Kerlor went to Greenville, New Hampshire, where the Colfelts had moved after leaving the Dean farm. At the Greenville train station, they spoke with a brakeman who said Colfelt’s daughter had given him some letters to mail from the station in Ayer, Massachusetts, and had come back later to confirm that he had done so, which struck de Kerlor as suspicious. From Greenville, they proceeded to the Cheshire County seat in Keene, New Hampshire, where de Kerlor presented his suspicions about Colfelt to County Solicitor Pick-ard. Pickard told Dean and de Kerlor that he appreciated their efforts but saw nothing to implicate Lawrence Colfelt in the murder. And he warned that “if Colfelt were to hear his name mentioned as a pro-German or as a German spy in connection with those lights he, Colfelt, wouldn’t hesitate to bring a libel action against anyone,” as de Kerlor recalled.

The warning undoubtedly rattled Frederick Dean, who had a history of financial problems; the last thing he needed was to defend himself against a lawsuit from an adversary with deep pockets. According to de Kerlor, Dean hadn’t even had enough money to pay for the train tickets from New York and had to borrow it.

Roy Pickard had another reason for exculpating Lawrence Colfelt. He told Dean and de Kerlor that, in his opinion, Mrs. Dean was probably the guilty party and had murdered her husband in a fit of insanity.

Before they left, Pickard took Frederick Dean aside and spoke to him privately. De Kerlor did not know what the conversation was about, but it seemed to him that after that conversation, Frederick Dean’s attitude about the case changed completely.
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THE ARGUMENT

THAT EVENING, DEAN AND DE KERLOR RETURNED TO THEIR BOARDING house, where they argued. Dean said to de Kerlor, “Those people in Keene seem to resent your activities, or your intelligence, or something.”

“It’s unfortunate,” de Kerlor agreed.

“Can’t you see they don’t want you? What will you do?”

“There’s but one thing to do,” de Kerlor said. “That is to go back.”

Dean agreed, and the two made plans to return to New York the next day. In the morning they stopped at the bank to return a book that de Kerlor had borrowed from Charles Rich. After handing Rich the book, de Kerlor asked for his opinion about the murder. Rich called Dean and de Kerlor into a private office and spoke confidentially, perhaps because he knew they were leaving town and would be unlikely to repeat what he said.

“I’ve told Mr. Dean once or twice that I thought Mrs. Dean did it,” Rich said.

“What leads you to believe that Mrs. Dean could do this murder?” de Kerlor asked.

“Well, those old ladies when they grow to a certain age they become senile, but although they’re senile, they are not physically weak,” Rich said. “Sometimes they are physically very strong.”

De Kerlor found that doubtful, but said nothing. He then asked how much money William Dean had left. They talked for a few minutes about Dean’s finances, then Frederick and de Kerlor departed.

As they went to purchase tickets for the train, de Kerlor confronted Dean about the issue of his brother’s finances and Rich’s involvement. “Don’t you see there is something wrong and crooked about those bonds being there and he having the key, having access to the safe box of your brother?”

“No, no, no,” Dean said. “Nothing of the kind. I don’t believe it.”

They argued further. “Mr. Dean, I don’t think you are playing a square game to the memory of your brother.”

“Well, I’m going back and you are coming with me,” Dean insisted.

“Mr. Dean, if you talk like this, remember that I am not going to talk to you anymore,” de Kerlor said. “Goodbye.”

With that, the two parted ways. Frederick Dean returned to New York and de Kerlor stayed on in Jaffrey. He immediately met with the town’s selectmen—who appear to have approved of de Kerlor’s methods—and offered his services.

“He wanted to take up the case and investigate it, and we let him go ahead,” said selectman William Coolidge. The agreement was that the selectmen would pay Kent’s expenses only; De Kerlor perhaps expected to be compensated by the sale of a sensational news story he planned to write.

De Kerlor threw himself into the investigation with a vengeance, traveling the countryside, interviewing anyone and everyone who knew anything about the murder, at all hours of the day and night. In contrast to the county investigators, who had seemed slow-moving and over- cautious in their investigation, de Kerlor tackled the case with a zeal that impressed—and sometimes annoyed—the townspeople.

Case in point: de Kerlor knocked on the door of Alfred J. Hutchinson, next-door neighbor to Charles Rich, at 11:15 p.m., an unheard-of hour for country folks, if not for a New Yorker like de Kerlor.

“What do you want?” Hutchinson yelled through the door.

“This is Mr. Kent and I would like to have you tell me what you know about the Dean murder.”
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