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PREFACE


This book is not only a natural outgrowth of my writing and research in the crime field over the last decade but a work that logically stems from yesterday’s and today’s headlines. The stories here deal with murder or attempted murder and present some of America’s famous and sometimes infamous citizens, past and present, as slayer or victim. All manner of celebrities—from bankers to doctors, from movie stars to politicians—have captured the attention of the public with their involvement in that most heinous of crimes, murder. Their lethal acts have, in reality, enlarged their images as celebrities. The individuals depicted here, both good and evil, are, after all, products of our national imagination, but they loom so large in our mind’s eye that they take on, through the various tricks of publicity, legends that even the stark reality of homicide cannot easily destroy.


Even in their final acts of killing or being killed, these highpositioned creatures of the mind play out their parts with lofty drama—for the most part ever-mindful of their social place, their status among the heavens, some even keeping a jaundiced eye peeled for their niche in history, no matter how infamous that footnote might be. It is status that obviously propelled many portrayed herein into murder, as it did Mark David Chapman, the killer of John Lennon, who actually lived the singer’s life for years before slaying him. As Lennon’s most devoted fan, Chapman imitated the Beatle almost to the last physical detail; he was a self-styled clone who even married a woman of Japanese extraction as had Lennon, and only days before he murdered his idol, took Lennon’s name to add to his adopted personality.


This was a case of personality envy that became a murderous mania. The same could be said of Dennis Sweeney, who murdered his political mentor, activist Allard Lowenstein. Lowenstein failed in Sweeney’s strange imagination to live up to the image that Lowenstein himself had implanted in his protégé’s mind. A similar identity problem existed in the mind of Paul DeWit, slayer of Chicago drama coach and onetime voice of “The Whistler,” Everett Clarke.


Even among the rich, money is often a prime motive, as in the case of Dr. Bennett Clarke Hyde who, in 1909, embarked upon the wholesale slaughter of his in-laws so that his wife could inherit a fortune and Claus von Bulow who, from 1979 to 1980, injected his wife with insulin in order to obtain the millions she had left him in her will.


Money, though in slightly lesser amounts, was also the motive in the slayings of Mrs. Theresa Mors in 1924 by onetime boxing champ “Kid McCoy”; New York’s “Mr. Big,” gambler Arnold Rothstein in 1928; Atlanta banker Henry C. Heinz in 1943; film star Sal Mineo, who was stabbed to death in Hollywood in 1976; and physician-writer Michael J. Halberstam, who was killed by superburglar Bernard Welch in 1980. A lack of money, on the other hand, brought about the misguided-mercy murder of Nellie Chapin, wife of the editor of the New York World in 1918. Money mixed with sex in the killings of silent screen star Ramon Novarro in 1968 and newspaper heir John S. Knight III in 1975, although these were essentially homosexual killings.


A case where hatred for homosexuals and a lust for power combined to create murder was the slaying of San Francisco Mayor George Moscone and Supervisor Harvey Milk by former Supervisor Dan White in 1978—a double killing that led to enormous riots. Political power was also clearly behind the murder of Detroit’s popular radio announcer Jerry Buckley in 1930 and, in the same year, the very public murder of Chicago Tribune reporter Jake Lingle.


Love or the lack of it has produced a preponderance of celebrity killings in the United States, from cheating wives and husbands of the famous and rich to the eternal and lethal triangles. Here the reader will find the fascinating stories of New York robber baron Big Jim Fisk, killed by a onetime associate in 1872 over the affections of Fisk’s straying mistress, the notorious Helen Josephine “Josie” Mansfield; the berserk millionaire Harry K. Thaw, who shot to death America’s most prominent architect, Stanford White, in 1906, because he had once sexually enjoyed his wife, Evelyn Nesbit, “the girl in the red velvet swing”; Webster Guerin, killed by his forsaken mistress Dora McDonald, the wife of Chicago’s crime czar, in 1907.


It was also love corrupted by jealousy that brought about the stabbing death of Lana Turner’s lover, hoodlum Johnny Stompanato, in 1958, and it was love turned to raging homicide that sent actor Tom Neal to prison in 1965. It was the scorning of a woman’s love (and the loss of a considerable inheritance) that drove Jean Harris to send several bullets into her estranged Lothario, Dr. Herman Tarnower, in 1980.


Status, money, power, sex and love—these are the basic ingredients of the murders depicted in this book, common to the thousands of murders that occur each year in America but totally uncommon in that these killings enveloped our gods and goddesses, making them oddly mortal but no less captivating. In the end, overshadowing the crimes themselves, we are left with personalities that continued to blind the public eye long after their luster faded and their stars exploded in our fragile human universe.




—Jay Robert Nash
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EDWARD S. “NED” STOKESSLAYER OF BIG JIM FISK



Jim Fisk was all brass. A towering 250-pound giant, Big Jim began his career as a circus roustabout and barker. During the Civil War he bought and sold war contracts, ignoring regulations for the most part and bribing officials who objected to his underhanded methods. Following the war Fisk traveled the South, where he purchased huge amounts of confiscated cotton at depressed rates. He was the epitome of the hated carpetbagger; the jeers and taunts of defeated Southerners bothered him not in the least.


Once again in New York, Fisk befriended and became the partner of a man with his identical lust for money and power, Jay Gould. The thirty-year-old Fisk happily became the front man for Gould in their nefarious Wall Street enterprises. On his own Fisk bought controlling interest in the Fall River and Bristol steamboat lines, designing his own elaborate gold-braided uniform and appointing himself an admiral. Vain, egotistical, and forever strutting his self-importance, Fisk, like Gould, had his covetous eye on the railroads, any railroad that could be purchased for little money and through a great deal of fraud.


His opportunity came in 1867 when he and Gould befriended the unscrupulous millionaire Daniel Drew, a onetime drover who had made his first fortune by watering livestock and selling the bloated steers for much more on the hoof than they were worth. Drew made Fisk and Gould directors of his Erie Railroad, knowing full well that Commodore Cornelius Vanderbilt, who already owned the New York Central, was trying to swallow every railroad in the East. He wanted everything on rails between Chicago and New York, as well as the entire Eastern seaboard of railway systems, under his control. Erie was the holdout.


Thinking Drew was a friend and confidant, one who was giving him tacit approval to buy controlling interest in Erie, Vanderbilt began to purchase huge blocks of the railroad’s stock. The real controllers of the line, Fisk and Gould, merely issued more freshly printed stock, flooding the market. This was, of course, in the days when few or no controls were exercised upon such flagrant business practices. Within months the Erie stock, once valued at $19 million, was inflated to an unreal $57 million through the bogus stock of Fisk and Gould.


When told that Vanderbilt would continue to buy Erie stock, Big Jim Fisk bellowed: “If this printing press don’t break down, I’ll be damned if I don’t give the old hog [Vanderbilt] all he wants of Erie!” Vanderbilt finally discovered what was going on and caused authorities to act. Process servers broke into Gould’s office in New York just as the robber baron fled out a back exit to join Fisk. Both men escaped on the night ferry to New Jersey, carrying more than $6 million in greenbacks stuffed into heavy carpetbags, most of the loot being Vanderbilt’s cash.


The two much-wanted men, joined by a nervous Daniel Drew, hid in a hotel called Taylor’s Castle in Jersey City. Fisk hired more than a hundred armed bodyguards to protect them. The hotel was so heavily patrolled that guards renamed it “Fort Taylor.” Thugs from New York sent by the Commodore to retrieve his money were beaten back from Fort Taylor, often by Fisk himself, who led his army of goons into club-wielding battle.


Though the stock swindle was nothing more than a bold theft, Fisk promoted his actions and those of his partners as a noble cause célèbre, giving boisterous press conferences in which he played the role of the businessman as martyr. Said Big Jim to the newsmen: “The Commodore owns New York; the Stock Exchange, the streets, the railroads and most of the steamships there belong to him. As ambitious young men, we saw there was no chance for us to expand.”


“Why then, Mr. Fisk,” asked a pugnacious newsman, “did you not stay in New York?”


“We came over here [to New Jersey] to grow up with the country,” replied Fisk with a wide grin. “Yes—tell Mr. Greeley from us that we’re sorry now that we didn’t take his advice sooner—about going West.”


Though Big Jim found his scandalous scam amusing, Gould, the tight-lipped, dark-eyed schemer, was annoyed to distraction at having to stay in New Jersey. He spent hours writing down schemes to best Vanderbilt in the “Erie War” and then tore up his notes into hundreds of little pieces of paper, kneading these into balls as he plotted his next move. Old Daniel Drew was entirely disgusted with the larcenous young men and complained that he was a virtual prisoner in New Jersey.


[image: Left: Big Jim Fisk in 1867 when he became Jay Gould's partner. Right: Josie Mansfield, the love of Big Jim’s life..]


Jay Gould suddenly left in the middle of the night with $1 million stuffed into a bag, going secretly to upstate New York, taking a hotel room in Albany under an assumed name. He had a wild and brazen plan in mind, but it would take time to enact.


During Gould’s absence Jubilee Jim, as Fisk was known to New Yorkers who cherished his extravagant ways, sent for the love of his life—not his wife, Lucy Moore Fisk, who had married him at age fifteen, but his ravishing dark-haired mistress, Helen Josephine “Josie” Mansfield. Josie took up residence in Taylor’s Castle, and Jim sported her about Jersey City. Newsmen flocked to their sides and delighted in reporting to their readers how Josie’s clear gray eyes would captivate any male, describing her “dazzling white skin” and her “buxom beauty.” As usual, Fisk bought jewels and furs for Josie and hired maids to wait on her at all moments of the day.


In Albany, Jay Gould went about his stealthy business. He approached the most corrupt senator of the state legislature, one William Marcy Tweed, later to be the head of Tammany, becoming the notorious Boss Tweed, the ultimate practitioner of corruption and graft. Gould, through Tweed, simply bought the state legislature in one of the most blatantly unscrupulous moves of the century. Some of the legislators charged as much as $70,000 for their votes, others asked a mere $5,000. Tweed himself received $100,000. The state officials then voted approval of Erie’s bogus stock—including an enormous block of shares still in the hands of Gould and Fisk that gave them control—making the once useless certificates genuine in one corrupt sweep of legislative action.


Fisk and Gould returned to New York triumphant and still in charge of the Erie Railroad. Fisk strolled the Manhattan streets, loudly bragging of his victory, spending his money freely. He gave huge amounts to charity to offset the image of his real character, that of a dandified crook with a beaming smile.


Vanderbilt still had his lawyers on the trails of the Erie executives, but he tired of the game. He would stop filing suits against Drew, Fisk, and Gould, he said, if the lot of them would return approximately $4.5 million to him. (Vanderbilt had lost almost $7 million to the hustlers and was willing to split the difference, allowing with grudging admiration his enemies to realize about $2.5 million profit, plus the millions they had gleaned on the open market.) The trio met at the Commodore’s Washington Place residence and agreed to the restitution. They were still many millions ahead and would continue to control Erie.


With this newfound fortune Fisk and Gould promptly set about to corner the gold market. Gould bribed President Ulysses S. Grant’s brother-in-law, Abel R. Corbin, to be a spy inside the White House, obtaining details on the country’s gold reserve and on whether or not the Grant administration planned to release any government gold in the near future. When Fisk and Gould learned that Grant intended to keep a lid on the gold reserves, they began to buy up the $15 million in gold then in circulation. Both men were careful to assign agents to buy the gold for them without signing a single purchasing order.


As Gould manipulated the gold purchases Fisk inveigled President Grant on board his luxury yacht, The Providence. Resplendent in his admiral’s uniform, Fisk wined and dined Grant, pumping him for information on the U.S. gold reserve. Grant shrewdly puffed on his cigar and freely drank Fisk’s liquor but refused to utter a word about gold. During this vexing confrontation Big Jim’s new aide, Edward S. "Ned" Stokes, was on hand to cater to Grant’s every desire. Stokes, a shrewd and calculating young man, watched Jubilee Jim closely as the robber baron attempted to manipulate the President; he watched and admired, but three years later he would face his mentor with a gun in his hand.


Agents for Fisk and Gould bought public gold rapidly, driving up the price from 133 to 165, then sold out quickly, leaving other investors ruined when the government suddenly released an enormous amount of gold on the open market; Grant had outguessed the robber barons. When prices collapsed on “Black Friday," September 24, 1869, hundreds were left penniless. Brokerage firms by the scores were ruined and several investors and brokers committed suicide or went mad.


Fisk and Gould had again made a killing, pocketing an estimated $10 million each. Gould secreted his loot as usual. Fisk spent his millions lavishly. He bought Pike’s Grand Opera House at 23rd Street and Eighth Avenue, then the most fashionable area in New York. He moved into the luxurious quarters in the Opera House, installing his mistress Josie in her own four-story brownstone some doors away.


The robber baron not only saw Josie regularly but kept a string of show girls on hand and was seen driving through Central Park with as many as six beautiful women clustered about him in his enormous carriage. Everything about Jubilee Jim was extravagant. He wore a new suit of clothes each day, and bedecked himself with diamonds, so that he glittered like a Christmas tree when appearing in public. (The youthful James Buchanan Brady read about Big Jim and later outstripped Fisk as a gem-wearing dandy, becoming "Diamond Jim" Brady.)


Fisk backed musical reviews and operettas at the Opera House, personally selecting the girls who would appear in the chorus. Most of these beauties became part of his ever-widening harem. The tycoon, according to Matthew Josephson, “loved the crush of crowds, loved to move among the admiring glances drawn to him, dressed in a scarlet-lined cape, a frilled shirt over his expansive bosom, in the center of which sat the immense flashing diamond sparkler of wide fame.”


The gaudy, crude, uneducated, but always colorful Big Jim was a hero to most of New York. From a boy laborer he had grown up to best the greatest fortune-holders of the day. A New York Herald reporter, drenching Fisk’s character with florid prose, likened the robber baron to “the sweep of a fiery meteor, or a great comet . . . plunging with terrific velocity and dazzling brilliance across the horizon, whirling into its blazing train broken fortunes, raving financiers, corporations, magnates and public officers, civil and military, judges, priests, and Presidents.” Fisk became “Prince Erie” and lived up to the image of a royal money merchant with great verve, partying most of the day and night, usually with his adored Josie Mansfield.


One evening when Prince Erie was in a generous mood, he decided to share the dazzling sight of his mistress with his now trusted junior partner, Ned Stokes. The onetime aide had risen rapidly under Fisk’s guidance, investing heavily in Big Jim’s schemes and reaping huge fortunes himself. Stokes was completely unlike Fisk. He was well-educated and cultured, and displayed impeccable manners. Further, he was, according to one report, “so handsome that it was painful . . . women, quite naturally, found him irresistible.” Josie was no exception. She fell in love with Stokes on the night Fisk brought him to dinner.


Stokes discreetly traded deep glances with the mistress but remained aloof; in the weeks to come he would visit her secretly, even though he knew well her scandalous past—that she had been divorced at an early age, had appeared in some risqué if not bawdy musicals, and had served a short apprenticeship in one of the more elegant New York brothels.


Although the lovers took the necessary precautions, Fisk learned of Josie’s disaffection through one of the many agents he employed to spy on her. He exploded, stating publicly that Josie was an ungrateful courtesan, and that his friend Ned Stokes was nothing more than a backstabbing blackguard. Throughout this bombast Mrs. Lucy Fisk told reporters that her marriage to Big Jim was secure, that she “owned the man.”


[image: Ned Stokes shoots “Prince Erie” on the grand staircase.]


Big Jim suddenly accused Stokes of embezzling stock funds he owned jointly with the junior partner. Stokes retaliated by suing Prince Erie for slander. Not to be outdone, mistress Josie, who had completely gone over to Stokes but felt that she was losing a great fortune in Big Jim, sued Fisk for alienation of affection. Fisk then brought suit against Stokes on charges of blackmail.


Stokes was brought to trial first and on January 6, 1872, was questioned so unmercifully by Fisk’s lawyers that he almost attacked the attorney. He checked his fierce temper, however, until some hours later. At that time he was dining at Delmonico’s when he learned that a grand jury had indicted him for blackmail. He jumped up and raced back to his hotel, where he retrieved a four-chambered Colt revolver. The seething lover then visited Josie and learned that Fisk would be entertaining Boston guests at the Broadway Central Hotel. (Josie made a point of keeping tabs on Big Jim’s movements.)


Going immediately to the richly appointed hotel on lower Broadway, Stokes climbed the grand staircase, lurking at the head of the stairway, and waited for Jubilee Jim. Promptly at 4 P.M., Big Jim Fisk entered the hotel and started for the staircase. He wore his usual cape and top hat. Jubilee Jim hummed confidently as he began to mount the stairs. Looking up, he was startled to see Stokes standing at the top of the stairs, a revolver in his hand pointed directly at him.


“I’ve got you at last!” roared Ned Stokes, aiming the weapon.


“What?” bellowed the incredulous Fisk.


“Now I’ve got you!”


Prince Erie looked about frantically for aid, spotting a terrified clerk standing nearby. He called out: “For God’s sake, will no one help me?”


At that moment Stokes fired twice; the first bullet struck Fisk in the arm, the next buried itself deep in his bowels. The robber baron collapsed on the stairs as Stokes fled out a rear exit. Hotel employees rushed forward to catch the toppling form of Big Jim. He insisted on walking to a room upstairs, where doctors were summoned. An operation was impossible, doctors concluded. The strain of that climb, Fisk’s own bravado, undoubtedly caused his end the following day when he simply bled to death.


As Jubilee Jim lay on his deathbed he called for Josie, but his mistress refused to visit him. Fearing for her life, she packed her bags and fled her Fisk-owned mansion with the cash, jewels, and finery her onetime lover had bestowed upon her. Lucy Fisk did arrive in time to kiss her errant husband farewell. She stepped sobbing from the death room to tell reporters that Big Jim “was such a good boy.”


It was only a matter of hours before the handsome Ned Stokes was apprehended. He was quickly brought to trial. Josie begged for his life from the witness stand. The jury could not agree on a verdict and Stokes was tried again, this time convicted of murder and sentenced to hang. His lawyers, however, won a new trial on a technicality, and following this third trial, Stokes was found guilty of manslaughter. He was given six years in Sing Sing.


[image: Jubilee Jim in his casket, and his wife in tears. “He was such a good boy,” she said.]


Lovely Josie saw him to the station with his guards, kissing Stokes passionately and telling him that she would wait for him. She did not. A few weeks later Josie obtained a theatrical manager, who arranged for her to tour Europe as a lecturer. She gave astounding talks on her celebrated love life, earning a great deal of money, especially in Paris, where she became the rage for a while. She settled down there, living to the age of eighty and dying in a small Left Bank flat in 1931. There were pictures of both Stokes and Fisk above her deathbed.


Ned Stokes, murderer, emerged from Sing Sing as a minor Broadway celebrity. He spent his considerable fortune in one bad investment after another until he bought a piece of the illustrious Hoffman House, which he managed. The luxurious spa became the meeting place for every stellar notable in New York, and Stokes again grew wealthy, hobnobbing with Diamond Jim Brady, P. T. Barnum, Edwin Booth, and John “Bet a Million” Gates.


Josie’s lethal lover never sent for her, even though he knew her whereabouts. Ned Stokes died unmarried in the comfort of his own mansion in 1901. On the table next to his bed was a fourchambered revolver, the very weapon he had used to kill Prince Erie.





1893
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CARLYLE HARRISKILLER OF A SECRET WIFE



Life was a free and easy thing for Carlyle W. Harris. He had been raised in a comfortable, luxurious home as an only child. His mother, Hope Ledyard, was a well-to-do author and lecturer and doted on his whims. His grandfather, Dr. Benjamin McCready, was a rich, well-established physician and teacher in New York who advanced Harris all the funds he required to enter medical school. Before he was twenty Harris envisioned a future bloated with fame as a doctor, wealth to serve his materialistic bent, and a fashionable marriage that would win the nodding approval of his rather snobbish family. ’


Harris also believed that attractive females existed to serve his sexual needs, and he played the lecherous rake at every opportunity, having one careless affair after another, discarding with regal disdain any girl who became annoying. He and some of his classmates formed something called the Neptune Club in Asbury Park, renting rooms where gambling, drinking, and the company of whores was the order of each evening. Police broke up the raucous club one night in 1890, arresting Harris as the person responsible for the illegal activities since he was the club’s secretary-treasurer. The smirking youth was locked up in a cell overnight and indicted the following morning for “operating a blind pig and a poker joint.” He was never prosecuted; his family paid a fine and Harris went back to his fleshpots without remorse.


In a short time the philandering medical student was back to his old haunts and ways, enticing young girls to apartments he rented by the week and where he held his assignations. On separate occasions two young women, Harris later stated, became indignant at being compromised and demanded he “do the right thing.” He married them out-of-state, Harris said, and then abandoned them. No records of these unions, however, exist to verify Harris’s boasts, made while he awaited electrocution. Such braggadocio was second nature to the vainglorious student. As Edmund Pearson later remarked in Murder at Smutty Nose: “[Harris] was at that age of cruelty, between eighteen and twenty-four, when many clever egoists blossom into their greatest activity.”


Part of the student’s activity was a beautiful but simple girl of seventeen named Helen Nielson Potts, whom he met at an afternoon social in a New Jersey hotel. Helen, from a middle-class family in Ocean Grove, was a student at the Comstock School for Girls at 32 East 40th Street in Manhattan, where she also boarded. Harris and Helen began to see each other regularly, with Mrs. Potts giving her sanction to the friendship.


The couple spent so much time with each other that Harris neglected his studies at the College of Physicians and Surgeons. Suddenly, Harris got the notion to marry Helen and whisked her off to City Hall, where an alderman of his acquaintance married them on February 8, 1890. They gave their names as Charles Harris and Helen Nielson, the latter being Helen’s middle name. They kept the marriage a secret at Harris’s insistence. He was afraid that his grandfather would learn of his “dirt common” bride and cut him out of the large family estate. Helen continued to attend school.


Mrs. Potts learned of the marriage and asked that Carlyle make the union public. The student nervously stalled her, fearing that Mrs. Potts would expose his secret marriage to his relatives. Months went by and Helen informed her fidgeting husband that she was pregnant. Harris performed an abortion on her. When she became pregnant again, Harris prevailed upon Helen’s uncle, a doctor, to perform another abortion. Now Mrs. Potts demanded that Harris tell his family about his secret wife.


Trapped, Carlyle Harris began to scheme a way out of his dilemma. He privately reveled in his quick-thinking abilities and concluded that his own inventiveness would deliver him from the vexing Mrs. Potts and her daughter. His idea was, quite simply, to murder Helen Potts Harris in such a way that he would never be detected as the killer. He would let medicine be the slayer— specifically, morphine.


Helen agreeably and unwittingly aided her darkly brooding husband in his killing plan when she complained of headaches, asking that he prescribe something. Carlyle was happy to do so. On January 20, 1891, Harris presented Helen with a box of four capsules that bore the label of the reputable pharmacy of Ewen McIntyre & Son on Sixth Avenue and 56th Street. The capsules, ostensibly a harmless type of aspirin, each contained 4½ grains of quinine and 1/6 grain of morphine. Harris kept two more of these capsules on his person. Into one of the four capsules in the box, Harris had injected enough morphine to kill half a dozen secret wives.


Why Harris had kept two capsules was his little stroke of genius. He reasoned that if Helen took the poisoned pill first, second, or third, the remaining pill or pills would be examined and prove to be harmless. If the poisoned pill was the last of the four Helen consumed, he would quickly supply the last two capsules and any investigation would prove them harmless also, all six having been issued to him by the pharmacy. It was a foolproof plan, he was sure.


On the day Carlyle gave his wife the capsules, he left for Old Point Comfort, Virginia, on a vacation. He told Mrs. Potts that he was going away to think out how he would introduce his secret spouse to his family since “no other way can be found to satisfy your scruples.”


Helen took the pills for her headaches—Carlyle later stated that these headaches stemmed from malaria, although his wife had never manifested any symptoms of that disease. She awoke at 10:30 P.M. on January 31, 1891, in her room at the Comstock School, calling in agony to a roommate, Miss Carson. “I feel numb,” moaned Helen. “I feel as if I were choking.”


She asked that Miss Carson rub her head, which the roommate did. After some minutes the stricken girl said: “I can’t feel your hand on my forehead.”


“Try to go to sleep,” soothed the roommate.


“If I do,” Helen replied in a muffled tone, “it will be the sleep of death.” Then she said cryptically: “Do you suppose that that medicine Carl gave me could do me any harm?”


When Helen began to breathe with great difficulty and was unable to speak further, the principal, Lydia Day, was summoned. Miss Day found Helen paralyzed and unconscious; she called for the school physician, Dr. E. P. Fowler. The doctor arrived before midnight and carefully examined the girl. He noted that the pupils of the comatose Helen were no larger than pinheads. He found that Helen’s skin was cold to the touch and had turned somewhat bluish.


The experienced Fowler knew the telltale signs of narcotic poisoning. He began to work feverishly over the prostrate girl, administering atropine and caffeine. He also summoned more help; Doctors H. Baner and B. L. Kerr responded quickly to his call. For hours the physicians worked to save Helen’s life, laboring in relays. One of the doctors found a small pillbox, empty. On the top of the box were the words “C.W.H. Student. One before retiring.”


The initials, Helen’s classmates said, stood for Carlyle Harris; Helen had talked of her “Carl” often, but as her fiancé, not her husband. Harris, who had returned from his brief vacation by then, was sent for by Dr. Fowler. He appeared at the school at dawn, entering Helen’s room where the doctors were still working on her.


Fowler held up the pillbox and said to Harris: “We have a frightful case here, and there must have been some very great mistake. What did those capsules have in them?”


The pills were harmless, Harris told the doctor, they were “for malaria, for headache, for insomnia, and the like.” He detailed his prescription of quinine and the small amount of morphine in the capsules.


Fowler was puzzled. “One sixth of a grain of morphine or even one grain of morphine could not produce this condition. We have here one of the most profound cases of morphine poisoning that I have ever seen.” The physician then reasoned that the druggist had made a mistake, a terrible error in which the proportions of the drug had been reversed. He sent Harris off to Ewen McIntyre & Son to check. The medical student was back shortly, stating: “The druggist has made no error, according to the records I’ve just seen.” He was lying, of course. Harris had not gone to the pharmacy but merely strolled around the block slowly.


“Are you a physician licensed to practice?” Fowler asked Harris.


“I am a medical student but I signed the prescription,” Carlyle admitted with a shrug. (Such practices by medical students were not uncommon in that regulation-free era.)


Suddenly Harris’s face flushed scarlet as he stared at the physicians working on Helen. “Doctor,” he asked Fowler, “do you think anybody can hold me responsible for this?”


“Right now, I’m not concerned with responsibility. I’m only concerned with reviving this patient.”


For three hours Harris lounged about the bedroom, performing odd chores for the doctors but only when asked and in a plodding, seemingly uncaring manner. Sitting in a corner, Harris blurted: “Perhaps a tracheotomy operation would help.”


Fowler gave him a withering glance and remarked: “That’s ridiculous. It would kill her.”


Exhausted and running sweat from their labors, the three doctors finally leaned back from Helen’s immobile form, defeated. It was 11 A.M. “Well, it’s no use,” Dr. Fowler said, “she is gone.”


“Is she dead, Doctor?” asked Harris, a nervous edge to his voice.


“Yes.”


“My God, what will become of me?”


Fowler studied Harris’s handsome face, thinking the student’s statement slightly suspicious.


Harris then went on quickly to say that he had been “somewhat interested in the girl. I was thinking we might become engaged after she graduated this year.”


“Go and say your goodbye to her,” Dr. Fowler told Harris, and he and the other physicians moved away. Harris, Fowler took grim note, merely stood over Helen’s body and stared down dumbly, showing not the slightest trace of emotion. As he followed the doctors into the hallway he passed Miss Day and said in a flat voice: “I’m sorry for that girl.”


Some minutes later Harris stood briefly outside the school on the sidewalk with the three doctors. He turned to Fowler and repeated his nervous inquiry of hours earlier, saying: “Doctor, do you believe anyone can hold me responsible for this?”


Dr. Fowler only stared at him for a moment and then walked away.


Mrs. Potts appeared at the school that afternoon after being called from her New Jersey home. She knew all about Carlyle’s prescription, and in her deep sorrow she could only wonder at the terrible blunder that had been made. She felt that the pharmacist had inserted too much morphine into the prescription, but the druggists at Ewen McIntyre & Son were not charged. Harris was rebuked for prescribing medicine without a license, then the matter was dropped “in consideration for his feelings [bereavement].”


Oddly, Mrs. Potts kept the knowledge of her daughter’s secret marriage to Harris to herself. Further, she told the coroner, Louis Schultze, that Helen had suffered from heart disease since childhood. The coroner, wanting to avoid any expense for the city in an extended autopsy and investigation, closed the case with the words “unfortunate accident,” concluding that either the druggist had erred, which was doubted, or that most probably Helen had taken all the pills Harris gave her at once, ignoring his instructions of “one before retiring.”


The body of Helen Potts Harris was shipped to New Jersey and buried on February 7, 1891. She would have remained at rest in the earth, a victim of an “accident” instead of murder, had it not been for the inquiring mind of a zealous reporter for the New York World, which then specialized in sensational news.


Ike White, doing a follow-up story for the World, interviewed Dr. Fowler, who told him how strangely Harris had acted, perhaps suspiciously, at the time of Helen’s death. White began to investigate the student’s background and soon discovered his police run-ins as a member of the Neptune Club, his many affairs, and the record of his secret marriage to Helen. He next went to Mrs. Potts and got her to admit that she had lied about Helen’s heart condition. The woman merely wanted to avoid any scandal about her daughter’s secret marriage. “I was confused,” said Mrs. Potts. “I thought it was better that way.”


Almost immediately after White’s story about Harris’s background broke in the World, District Attorney Delancey Nicoll ordered that Helen’s body be exhumed and an extensive autopsy performed. Dr. Allan McLane Hamilton performed the autopsy, and one of the leading toxicologists in the country, Dr. Rudolph Witthaus, analyzed the remains for poison. He found morphine in all the organs he examined, and no sooner was Dr. Witthaus’s report filed than Carlyle Harris was arrested for murder.


The medical student was cooperative with arresting officers. He told them that he had heard that there was “some discrepancy” with the remains of Helen Potts and he was just that moment going to authorities when policemen appeared at his door. He was jailed while his mother hurried off to retain the best defense attorney in New York, William Travers Jerome, to champion her “angel boy.” In the weeks of the long trial Mrs. Harris was to tell newsmen that her Carlyle was incapable of killing anyone, that he was the perfect young man, just as he had been the perfect child. “His mother,” one report had it, “who lectured to Sunday schools and temperance societies, used to introduce the subject of ’Carl’ as an example of what might be accomplished, by proper religious training, to develop a really good boy.”


Prosecutor Francis L. Wellman, the deputy district attorney, was unflinching in his zeal to convict Harris. Carefully he built up a staggering case of circumstantial evidence. He eliminated the theory that Helen had committed suicide, proving her to have been a happy, outgoing person who optimistically looked forward to marrying “her Carl.” He put the two druggists from Ewen McIntyre & Son on the witness stand. Both explained that it was impossible for them to have made a mistake. Wellman then recounted Harris’s wild womanizing and his secret marriage to the victim. A friend of Harris’s took the stand and quoted the accused as having said that he “would kill her [Helen] and himself rather than have the marriage made public.”


Another damning witness was a girl Harris had been seeing almost up to the time of Helen’s death. The girl testified that Harris wanted her to “marry an old man with money.” Following this marriage, the witness insisted, it was Harris’s plan to give her “a pill” to be administered to her spouse that would “put him away, leaving the money to us both.”


Jerome fought valiantly for his client, but at every turn the prosecution eliminated each possible reason for Helen’s death except for morphine poisoning. Moreover, when Harris produced one of the remaining pills he had ordered for Helen—he said he had lost the other—the capsule worked against him and for the druggist. The pill was examined and proved that the druggists had been precise in their work and that the morphine poisoning had to have been the doing of none other than the calculating medical student.


The defense countered weakly with some medical experts who suggested that Helen Potts Harris had died of an obscure kidney disease. This possibility was eliminated quickly by Wellman, who offered up the meticulous autopsy made on Helen’s remains, one that showed no evidence of any such disease.


The trial, which had begun in January 1892, dragged on for weeks before Judge Frederick Smyth. It concluded with brilliant summations by both Wellman and Jerome. But it was too much for the defense attorney; as he was returning to his table in court after his final address, Jerome gave a great sigh—some said of disappointment in his hopeless case—and fell to the floor in a dead faint. Most attributed Jerome’s collapse to exhaustion. The sight shocked all in court except Carlyle W. Harris, who merely glanced to the floor at the man who had tried to save his life, and then clucked his tongue and appeared annoyed, a reaction not lost on the jury members riveting their eyes upon him.


Within a short time after retiring, the jury returned with a conviction of murder in the first degree, a deliberation that was unexpected by most, who thought Harris would escape the web of circumstantial evidence that had been spun about him. He was sentenced to death.


Harris was calm and collected about the decision, maintaining his innocence as he was returned to jail to await execution. His lawyers appealed the case but the court of appeals sustained the verdict without one dissenting vote. In delivering the opinion of the higher court, Judge John C. Gray stated: “Taking them in any combination, is there anything to help out the presumption of the defendant’s innocence, and do not every incident and fact, with greater or less significance for a chain of circumstantial evidence, which subjects and holds him to the consequences of an intentional destruction of the life of the woman, to rid himself of whom no other way seemed open? I can reach no other conclusion.”


Neither could New York’s Governor Roswell Pettibone Flower, who refused to commute Harris’s death sentence. The medical student would die on schedule, as precise a one as that he had ordained for Helen Potts. While awaiting execution, the convicted killer steadfastly maintained his innocence. Algernon Blackwood, then a reporter who covered the Tombs, often saw Harris in his cell. He later recalled in Episodes Before Thirty “the face gazing at me through bars [which] would often haunt me for days. Carlyle Harris, calm, indifferent, cold as ice, I still see, as he peered past the iron in Murderers’ Row, protesting his innocence with his steely blue eyes fixed on mine.” Blackwood, who was later to become a popular novelist, would profile Harris as “Max Hensig” in The Listener.


Exhausting every legal move to save her son, Mrs. Harris visited her “angel boy” on May 8, 1892. Harris played the martyr for his mother and then walked calmly to the execution room, standing before the electric chair. “May I speak?” he asked the warden.


“Go ahead.”


“I have no further motive for concealment,” said Harris in a clear, strong voice, “and I desire to state that I am absolutely innocent of the crime for which I am to be executed.” Without further comment the medical student sat down calmly in the electric chair and, after the straps were applied, waited patiently for the current.


Judging from the incredible ego of Carlyle Harris, his final lie was nothing more than a self-triumph in denying satisfaction to those who had convicted him. If nothing else he had convinced his mother with his last words that he was, indeed, a sacrificial lamb to the berserk rage of an unthinking society.


Mrs. Harris had had her son’s casket prepared a week in advance of his execution, and as it was lowered into the grave, newsmen noticed a bronze plaque affixed to its top, which read:


CARLYLE W. HARRIS


MURDERED MAY 8, 1892


AGED 23 YRS, 7 MOS, 15 DAYS


“WE WOULD NOT IF WE HAD KNOWN”


Mrs. Harris was later to write a book entitled The Judicial Murder of Carlyle Harris. It was not a best seller.
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HARRY K. THAWTHE MILLIONAIRE MURDERER



Wholly unlike the simpleminded gold digger portrayed in Ragtime, showgirl Evelyn Florence Nesbit was a clever vixen who schemed her way into two fortunes and, through incredibly involved intrigues of her own subtle design, brought about one of America’s most scandalous high society murders.


Evelyn Nesbit began with no fabulous destiny in mind, only the thought of survival plagued her and her mother. Mrs. Winifield Nesbit moved to New York from Pittsburgh in 1899, her son, Howard, and fifteen-year-old Evelyn in tow. Oddly enough, the man who was to make Evelyn’s name a household word through his wild actions and murderous whims, Harry Thaw, had lived in the same town, Pittsburgh, where Evelyn had once lived—he in a towering, sprawling Victorian mansion, she in a slum.


A tenement slum was also the first home the beautiful Evelyn Nesbit occupied in New York. Her mother was all but penniless, a widow with no way to support herself, or so she later stated. She intended all along to put Evelyn’s great beauty to work for her. “You’re just like a picture,” Winifield Nesbit constantly told the fifteen-year-old Evelyn.


Mrs. Nesbit dragged the girl from one theater to another, offering her up as a child prodigy to managers who said no before Evelyn ever opened her mouth to sing or recite lines. Though a beautiful child, Evelyn had little talent. Further, managers feared having their theaters closed by agents of the Gerry Society, who had successfully prevented underage children from appearing in productions. (Paradoxically, this was an era in which thousands of small children were worked close to death for twelve hours a day in sweatshops.)


Next the Nesbits made the rounds of producers’ offices and met with talent agents, but to no avail. One producer, a man named Fisher, took one look at Evelyn and then said to Mrs. Nesbit before showing her the door: “Madam, I’m not running a baby farm.”


The Nesbits went hungry, their clothes got threadbare. Still Mrs. Nesbit refused to give up. She had no choice, really. Bruce Sanders was to write in Murder My Love that “to move out of New York would have cost more than to continue living on their debts and some scraps of extended credit.”


Finally, Mrs. Nesbit managed to have her attractive child pose for some calendar artists and magazine illustrators. The girl became so popular that she was earning all of $15 a week, a handsome income even for an adult in those free-lunch counter days. Evelyn’s soft hazel eyes, luxuriant long dark-brown hair, her almost perfect and delicate features, along with a fast-maturing body of voluptuous proportions, soon caught the eyes of such top illustrators as Archie Gunn, James Montgomery Flagg, and Charles Dana Gibson, who made her a “Gibson Girl” in one of his magazine cover sketches.


Inside of two years Evelyn had landed a job as a member of the dancing sextet in Floradora, an ongoing variety show that Florenz Ziegfeld was later to emulate. By the time Evelyn joined the troupe, it was a tradition for a Floradora Girl to marry well, wedding either a nobleman or a millionaire, or both. Evelyn proved to be the most popular girl in the show. Critics raved about her remarkable beauty, and st.age-door Johnnies fawned over her. Irvin S. Cobb thought she was “the most exquisitely lovely human being I ever looked at—the slim, quick grace of a fawn, a head that sat on her flawless throat as a lily on its stem, eyes that were the color of blue-brown pansies and the size of half dollars, a mouth made of rumpled rose petals.”


She was called “the most beautiful woman in the magazine world,” and one enamored editorialist likened her to the Venus de Milo, although Evelyn, even in her late teens, was much more amply endowed than that legendary statue. It took no time at all for Evelyn to realize that her beauty was her passport to riches, and after dating several prospective husbands, she fell madly in love with a strikingly handsome actor named John Barrymore, just then beginning his legendary career. Mrs. Nesbit quashed that romance promptly after discovering that the young Barrymore was rich only in family heritage. Through Edna Goodrich, another chorus girl in Floradora, Evelyn met the prestigious and gifted rakehell, architect Stanford White.


Evelyn was a shrewd girl by the time she met White. Her later court admission, acted out with embarrassed blushes, that detailed White’s insidious deflowering of her virginity, was undoubtedly one of her best performances. The truth was that she literally stalked the red-haired, 250-pound voluptuary, much to his edification, of course. A millionaire many times over, the designer of New York’s most impressive structures, including the Century Club, Madison Square Garden (the original, not the present-day edifice), and the magnificent Washington Square Arch, White was the very essence of success and fame. The fact that White was married and had a grown-up son at Harvard worried Evelyn and her mother not a bit. In fact, Mrs. Nesbit made a point of encouraging her daughter to spend time with the great womanizer, for a price, of course. White paid Evelyn $25 a week. He called it a subsidy to her budding theatrical career. Mrs. Nesbit lamely referred to the stipend as an “escort fee.”


White, in addition to a palatial home and sprawling offices, maintained private lodgings in the Madison Square Garden building and several other luxuriously appointed domiciles the newspapers would later label “love dens.” White’s Winter Garden studio had a large room with mirrors everywhere and a red velvet swing in which his lovely Evelyn often sat. He would swing her toward the high skylight as her skirts billowed, allowing White’s eye for flesh to get its fill.


On many occasions the architect would give Mrs. Nesbit hundreds of dollars to return to her Pennsylvania home while he remained to “chaperon” Evelyn. One such time White insisted that Evelyn have her portrait taken while wearing nothing more than a skimpy kimono that showed her inviting form as she curled up upon a bearskin. Later that night White took her to a society party, then back to his Madison Square Garden penthouse, where Evelyn drank so much champagne that she passed out.


“When I woke up all my clothes were pulled off me,” she was to tell a horrified court, “and I started to scream. Mr. White got up and put on one of his kimonos which was on a chair. I moved up and pulled some covers over me, and there were mirrors all around the bed. . . . Then I looked down and saw blotches of blood on the sheets. Then I screamed and screamed and screamed, and he came over and asked me to please keep quiet, and that I must not make so much noise. He said, ’It’s all over, it’s all over.’ ”
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The loss of her virginity to the libertine White did not compel Evelyn to shun his company. Throughout 1902 she went everywhere with the architect, traveling to such out-of-town resorts as Saratoga and Atlantic City. She continued her theatrical career, appearing in The Wild Rose and other musicals. About this time another strange millionaire entered Evelyn Nesbit’s life, Harry Kendall Thaw of Pittsburgh.


Where White was an insatiable satyr and skirt-chaser and spent most of his time ogling the long legs of chorus girls from his reserved footlight tables, Thaw sought not to appreciate but to punish. A raving sadist, the Pittsburgh tycoon loved nothing better than to whip a young woman raw. He was known in New York’s Tenderloin as “Mad Harry.” Most of the women he ravaged were willing victims; he paid handsomely to exercise his perversions.


Thaw had been strange since childhood, unbalanced, his father thought, full of quirks and tantrums. He was somnambulistic, “excessively nervous,” according to a private tutor, and “was subject to outbursts of uncurbed animal passion. . . . [He] had St. Vitus Dance and used baby language as late as seven.”


At sixteen Harry entered Wooster College, but his weird conduct unnerved and frightened his teachers. One, Charles Koehler, remembered how Thaw would “walk in a zigzag manner . . . his capacity for concentration was weak.” In his father’s mansion Harry had fits of anger where he would yank the tablecloth from the dining room table and kick food into the fireplace. He attended Harvard briefly but was expelled for “immoral practices.” One report had it that he had sexually attacked several other male students.


During his twenties Thaw became the complete wastrel, lavishing fortunes on show girls and prostitutes alike, once giving a dinner for more than a hundred “actresses” of dubious pursuits at $400 a plate. He loved attention, and his escapades were selfdesigned to snare the limelight; he drove a cab wildly down Broadway once, smashing it through a plate-glass window. On another occasion he rode a horse up the stairs of the Union League Club. When restrained by an officer, he sneered: “I am Harry Thaw of Pittsburgh.” He lighted his cigarettes with tendollar bills. His pasty, puffy, and generally featureless face had two glaring wide eyes and full, sensuous lips that often parted into a maniacal-looking grin, one that made his entire person seem the embodiment of madness.
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Thaw was the heir to a $40 million coke fortune but his father, William Thaw, fearful of what his unhinged son might do with such money, left him only a $2,SOO-a-year allowance for life when he died. But Mary Copley Thaw, William’s second wife and Harry’s mother, saw to it that her favorite child had all the spending money he required, giving him $80,000 a year as a supplement to his allowance, an enormous fortune at that time.


When not wrecking restaurants, carriages, and expensive shops, Thaw spent his energy in abusing women. “The Pittsburgh Queer,” as Harry was named by Broadway show girls, was at first a charming escort, but his mood and manner would change abruptly. One of his many female companions before meeting Evelyn was Ethel Thomas. Miss Thomas dated Thaw in July 1902 until she fell afoul of the beast lurking in Mad Harry’s boyish body. She brought suit against the millionaire, claiming he had attacked her.


“At first he lavished much affection on me,” said Miss Thomas in her complaint.




He took me on automobile rides, to theaters and other places of amusement, and bought flowers and jewelry for me. . . . One day, however, I met him by appointment, and while we were walking towards his apartment at the Bedford, 304 Fifth Avenue, he stopped at a store and bought a dog whip. I asked him what that was for, and he replied laughingly, “That’s for you, dear.” I thought he was joking, but no sooner were we in his apartment and the door was locked than his entire demeanor changed. A wild expression came into his eyes, and he seized me and with his whip beat me until my clothes hung in tatters.





Miss Thomas was given a handsome settlement by Thaw’s lawyers and sent on her way. Mad Harry decided that he would concentrate his energies on women from the lower class, those who would not be so willing to drag him into court lest their own scarlet pasts be exposed. Thaw went to the large brothel run by Madame Susan Merrill, renting several rooms from her, using the alias of “Professor Reid.”


Young girls not too particular of their company were advertised for by Thaw; he promised in print to make them stars of the theater. Once Harry had enticed the girls to his rooms in the bordello, he stripped them, tied them to furniture, and applied his whips. Mrs. Merrill estimated later for authorities that Thaw had paid 233 girls—most between the ages of fifteen and seventeen —approximately $40,000 so he could indulge his peculiar perversion. The bordello madame said she had had enough one night when the piercing shrieks of “Professor Reid’s” victims brought her on the run. “I could hear the screams coming from his apartment and . . . I could stand it no longer. I rushed into his rooms. He had tied a girl to the bed, naked, and was whipping her. She was covered with welts. . . . I found others writhing from punishment. Thaw’s eyes protruded and he looked mad.”


In 1903, just after having met Evelyn Nesbit, Thaw, still playing the gallant gentleman and hiding his real nature, promised to show the famous chorus girl the grand sights of Europe, saying that he would marry her if she would sail with him. She did, much to her regret. Upon her return Evelyn went to Stanford White, telling him that Harry had performed unspeakable acts upon her person, chiefly tying her to the bed while in their stateroom and whipping her until she bled. He had whipped her throughout Europe, she said, and even whipped her while they were scaling a mountain in Switzerland, then ravished her on a snowy cliff.	


White, who by then expressed genuine love for his wandering show girl, advised Evelyn to swear out an affidavit concerning Mad Harry’s transgressions. She did, showing the document to Thaw and demanding he make a huge settlement or face charges in court. Harry paid her more than she demanded, so much that the pernicious Evelyn went back with him instead of returning to White, as she had promised the architect she would do. The show girl went on a second European trip with the mad playboy, and again he repeatedly attacked her. She returned alone to America and took a leading part in a new musical, The Girl From Dixie, vowing never to see Harry K. Thaw again.

OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_006.jpg
o
The beautifud Evelyn Neshit, White's mistress





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.png





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_004.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
JRY Bonem NASH |

EHE 5;}55";*5'5’;.,#,
MIGHTV






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_002.jpg
Left: Big fim Fisk in 1867 when he became Jay Gndd's partner. Right: Josie Manshel, the
loo of Big fim's i






OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_003.jpg
Ned Stokes shoots “Prince Erie” on the grand staircase.





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_005.jpg
Architect






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png





