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To Lorraine Stundis Rainey, your support, intellect, silliness, and beautiful heart make everything possible. The history of me is you.

This book is in memory of the 3,446 African Americans lynched in the United States between 1882 and 1968—people who lived and mattered.
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Preach as if you had seen heaven and its celestial inhabitants, and hovered over the bottomless pit and beheld the tortures, and heard the groans of the damned.

—Francis Asbury






CHAPTER 1 Black Diamond
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November 1910

Asbury Park, New Jersey

For Thomas Williams, it was better to be no one than someone in Asbury Park.

Williams lived in a city that was not meant for him. It was designed as a haven for godly and wealthy white people. The purest air in the bluest sky, the gentlest spray from a perfect ocean, wide boulevards and candy-colored homes—the very best America. Williams lived there, but only in the shadows of other people’s lives, a peripheral figure, a black man for hire, no one of note. This was how both he and the city wanted it. Williams took all kinds of jobs—chopping wood, painting houses, corralling hogs and cows for widows. He did these jobs and then he was gone, to somewhere on the edges of town. He was forty years old and complained of lumbago—chronic back pain—but there wasn’t any kind of work Tom Williams wouldn’t do, if it meant a few dollars for him.

He was not from Asbury Park, or even New Jersey. He came from Lynchburg, Virginia, where he’d been an amateur prizefighter and went by his ring nickname, Black Diamond. He had a boxer’s build—six feet tall, broad shoulders, hard hands—and he wore a sweater coat that was dark with grime and pants held up by suspenders. He liked his liquor—gin and whiskey—and many mornings he could be found in the barroom at Griffin’s Wanamassa Hotel, out past Wickapecko Drive, eating his breakfast and taking his drinks as early as 8:00 a.m.

In New Jersey, the record of Williams’s life was a crime sheet, though not a violent one. In 1907, a state prison supervisor riding a train spotted a six-shooter sticking out of Williams’s coat. He had him searched and turned up several gold watches and $375 in cash. Williams confessed to larceny and served eighteen months in state prison. He served a separate, shorter stretch for being drunk and disorderly.

For the fourteen months he’d been in Asbury Park, though, he’d had no trouble with the law.

That is, until an unspeakable crime happened in the fall of 1910, and Tom Williams became someone in Asbury Park.



Wherever he went, Williams carried with him the long, heavy history of racism in America, and in 1910 no part of his life would have been unaffected by it.

Education, land ownership, voting rights, due process, equality, self-determination—Williams would have been guaranteed none of these. By 1910, black people had been free from bondage for forty-five years, but the dark-hearted mentality behind slavery remained in place, not in the corners and fringes of the country but on its main streets and in its town halls and courtrooms. One race fought steadily and openly to keep another race as near to a state of subjugation as possible. The weapons used—black codes, Jim Crow, disenfranchisement, segregation, lynching—were insidious, suppressive, and terrorizing.

Williams lived in a time the historian Rayford Logan called “the nadir of American race relations”—a period from the late 1800s to the early 1900s that saw a violent, bloody backlash against any gains made by black Americans after the Civil War. During this half century some states identified crimes and passed laws “specifically written to intimidate blacks—changing employers without permission, vagrancy, riding freight cars without a ticket, engaging in sexual activity, or loud talk, with white women,” wrote Douglas A. Blackmon in his Pulitzer Prize–winning study of the era, Slavery by Another Name. Black landowners lost billions in wealth as white mobs drove them from their homes and stole their land from beneath them. Many thousands of black men were lynched, many tens of thousands of families displaced, black neighborhoods purged or burned down, death sentences passed for stealing bread or “acting too white.”

A voice in the world, dominion over his body, the barest of dignities—people like Tom Williams were denied these things, and had to fight for them every day.

They were often alone in this fight, but not always.

The story of Tom Williams is also the story of two individuals, a man and a woman, one white, one black, born at different times in different parts of the country, fated never to meet but linked by a passion for justice, and by a single legal case in a town called Asbury Park.

One of them, Raymond C. Schindler, was a cerebral private detective who never once shot a gun or even carried one, the son of a preacher and a prison librarian, a believer in redemption but relentless in pursuit of the criminals who needed it—a gentleman bloodhound.

The other was Ida B. Wells, a black woman born a slave and driven by personal tragedy, a crusader against racism and a champion of her race, barely five feet tall but towering in her righteousness and influence—the most famous black woman of her time.

Schindler was a raw-boned rookie only a few years out of high school when he crossed paths with Tom Williams; by then, Wells had been an activist and reformer for decades. Schindler came to know the dark corners of Asbury Park; Wells never set foot there. They were unaware of each other’s efforts, and neither foresaw the full impact of the case that united them. Today, they are not linked in any textbooks, or in any telling of the crime and its aftermath.

Yet both Ray Schindler and Ida B. Wells, in their resolute pursuit of equal justice for all, emphatically answered the question posed to every citizen, every day—what kind of America do we wish to live in?

Their efforts demonstrated the power of an individual—a single, steadfast warrior—to collide with history and meaningfully shift its course. Their separate heroism, in the form of small, principled decisions and actions, day after day, against all odds and resistance, in service to the unheralded and the vulnerable, had a clear impact on one specific case, but also helped give shape to an ongoing struggle that was bigger than any one man or crime. They were part of a chain of unlikely events in 1910 and 1911 that galvanized the fledgling National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and set it on its way to becoming the most powerful force in America’s long battle for civil rights.

Those events—and the moral audacity and persistence of Raymond Schindler and Ida B. Wells—are the story of this book.



“In small towns, such crimes are not soon forgotten,” declared the sheriff of Asbury Park, in the days after the terrible crime. “There must be punishment. The man must be made to pay.”

So it was that they came looking for Black Diamond.

When they found him and brought him in, some people had bad things to say about him. One woman told a reporter she always locked her doors when Williams was around; she didn’t like him because “he was so black and dirty.” Others said he was shifty, lazy, a drunk. The Asbury Park Press called him “a bad man generally.”

Most people had no opinion of him at all.

Emma Davison, a key witness in the sensational case that was to come, could recall only a single prior incident involving Tom Williams—an innocuous encounter relayed to her by her young son.

According to the boy, he was playing with a little hop toad on a dirt path in the Wanamassa woods, on the northern edge of Asbury Park, when Williams walked by. The boy announced he planned to kill the toad.

“Don’t do it,” Williams told him.

“Why not?”

“Because it would be cruel.”

The boy considered his choice, and opened his hand and let the toad go, and watched it spring and scoot away, into the indifferent woods.






CHAPTER 2 The Flower
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November 1910

Asbury Park, New Jersey

The young girl woke up happy in the dark of early dawn. Happier than usual, her father noticed, though it was not a special day, not her birthday or a holiday. It’s true that she was a sunny child, the way some children are sunny, but on this day she was even more cheerful than usual, which was fine by her father, even if he didn’t know why.

Little Marie Smith, ten years old, hopped out of bed in her family’s white frame home on West Monroe Avenue, in the roughneck Whitesville section of Asbury Park, and sat at the kitchen table for a hot breakfast. Marie was hungry and ate heartily—fried smoked beef bologna, wheat bread, and a cup of baker’s cocoa.

It was a sharp fall day, but her mother, Nora, dressed her for winter—a fleece-lined cotton undershirt and cotton underdrawers, a green Scotch plaid dress, black stockings, and a brown winter coat Marie had long since outgrown. Her black leather shoes were boys’ shoes with the clunky metal hooks cut off and the laces slipped through slits in the leather. Marie’s light, sandy hair, trimmed short just below the ears, had a blue satin ribbon in it, covered up by her gray knit skating cap.

Just before she left for school, at 8:00 a.m., Marie took her favorite bracelet, made of shiny red plastic, and slipped it on her slender wrist.

Marie was pretty, with blue eyes and fair skin. She was small for her age; most people mistook her for seven or eight. Her life was hard and plain. Peter, her father, stocky and mustached, was a driver for a local rendering plant. His job was to visit butchers and gather leftover fat, bones, hides, tallow, skin, and grease and take his haul back to the plant to be made into soap. He kept the noxious smell of the plant in his nose around the clock, and at night he brought it home with him on his clothes and hair and skin.

Marie’s mother was also pretty and fair, but she was frail and drank too much. Sometimes she sent Marie to buy bottles of beer off John Griffin’s wagon, or whiskey from an Italian on the shadowy outskirts of town. At home, little Marie did much of her mother’s work—cooking, cleaning, mending. She had an older brother, John, who died at eighteen months after swallowing horse liniment. Now she had two younger brothers, Thomas and Joseph, whom she helped to care for.

Marie’s parents fought often, mostly over her mother’s drinking, but sometimes because, when Peter Smith drank, he became cruel and violent. Six weeks earlier, Peter came home drunk and hurled a fork and plate at his wife. Before he could do any further harm, Nora’s sister Delia stepped up and stopped him.

“I told him if he didn’t let his wife alone, I would hit him myself,” Nora would later testify. “That’s when the trouble ended.”

Yet as lacking in grace as Marie’s life could be, she remained bright and cheerful. She was mature and strong-minded beyond her years. “Marie could not be coaxed in doing things she would set her mind against,” one neighbor said. “She was a dutiful child.” She went to Sunday Bible school and she knew to stay away from strangers, and she was properly frightened of the dark woods just behind her elementary school. After classes, Marie and her aunt Delia’s mixed-race daughter liked to skip through the town dumping grounds on their way back from school, like a lot of kids did, but she was never, ever late getting home.

“She still had her first licking to get from us,” her father would say. “She had no immoral habits. We never had to correct her for anything. She was too good for that.”

“Her family were hard people,” another relative said. “Marie was the flower.”

At 8:00 a.m. on November 9, 1910, Marie and her brother Thomas left their home, bound for school. They walked up West Monroe Avenue, past a row of modest folk Victorian homes much like theirs, and took a right turn onto wide, curving Whitesville Road. They climbed up a small hill and crossed Asbury Avenue, onto the narrow sidewalk of Third Avenue. They followed Third all the way to the three-story, redbrick Bradley School on Pine Street. The walk was one mile long and it took Marie twenty minutes. She made the same walk every day she had school.

Marie led Thomas by the hand to his kindergarten class, then hurried off to her all-girls class, taught by Miss Wilde. Two hours later, at 10:30 a.m., the bell rang for morning recess. Some mornings, Marie’s mother would slip a few pennies in her skirt pocket for buying lunch at the school, but on that day Marie had instructions to come back home at recess. She would eat lunch there and then drop off her father’s lunch at the plant near her school, before going back for afternoon class.

At 10:30 a.m., Marie walked out of the Bradley School and headed down Third Avenue, toward her home. She was skipping and singing.

Emma Davison, who lived in the town across Deal Lake, along the northern border of Asbury Park, was turning onto Third Avenue just a few paces away from Marie. A dog jumped out from behind a hedge and barked at Davison, and she hit it on the nose to make it stop.

“I turned after hitting the dog and looked around, and when I looked around I saw this little girl coming,” Davison later recalled. She heard Marie singing and watched her skipping and wondered whose child she was. She watched as the dog barked at Marie, too. But after that, Emma said, “I throwed my fur around my neck, for it was cold, and I didn’t look around anymore.” She walked away in the opposite direction and didn’t give the child another thought.

And then, little Marie Smith disappeared.



She did not make it home. Not after morning recess, not after school was over. Her mother expected her back no later than 11:00 a.m., but figured the school had held all the children back for some reason. It was only when Marie didn’t return from the afternoon session that Nora began to worry. “I thought she should be home around 3:00,” Nora said. When she wasn’t, “I walked out as far as the schoolhouse.”

On her way, Nora stopped by the rendering plant to tell her husband, Peter, their daughter hadn’t come home. He said to go to the Bradley School and ask her teacher about Marie. Miss Wilde told Nora she saw Marie leaving the schoolhouse at 10:30 a.m. Nora asked if her daughter looked as if anything was wrong. “She said she seemed to be all right,” Nora said. “She didn’t say she was sick or complaining.”

Nora left the schoolhouse and ran down Third Avenue, toward the Asbury Avenue home of Marie’s aunt, Delia Jackson. Perhaps the girl had gone there. But no, Delia told her, she hadn’t seen her. Nora ran back home and called the Asbury Park Police headquarters to report that her daughter was missing. Then she called her husband, who came straight home and phoned the police, too.

It was almost dusk. Peter and Nora joined the Bradley School’s principal, Helen Emery, and two of their neighbors—Tom Dean and Ed Ayres—and set out on a door-to-door search of the houses along Third Avenue. Peter carried a lantern and searched every bush and hedge and stretch of woods. “I went up through Whitesville Road because I seen the track of an automobile and I thought maybe it hit her and chucked her into the bushes,” Peter said. The search lasted until 2:00 a.m.

Early the next morning, her eyes red and swollen from crying, Nora Smith dressed in black and stood woefully in the cold outside the girls’ entrance to the Bradley School, watching students file in for morning class. She looked at their faces, desperate to see Marie’s. Maybe her daughter had slept over with a classmate, she thought. It wasn’t likely, but it was possible. But then, so many things were possible. Marie might have crossed one of the bridges over Deal Lake and stumbled off and drowned. She might have been hit by a car and ferried away to cover up the accident. She may have even tried to walk all the way back to Brooklyn in New York City, where Marie and her parents had lived before moving to Asbury Park eighteen months earlier. She could be anywhere.

That day, November 10, marked the beginning of the official investigation into the disappearance of Marie Smith.

Asbury Park police chief William H. Smith assigned two officers, Thomas Broderick and Walter Ireton, to lead the case. It began as a search mission. Peter Smith teamed with dozens of friends and neighbors, firemen and volunteers, police officers and even schoolboys let out of class, to comb the dreary woods around the schoolhouse. Swimmers dragged Deal Lake, while officers in heavy coats and rubber boots scoured the sand hills and backcountry, in automobiles and horse-drawn carriages, beating at the underbrush and looking in every house. The footprints of an adult and a child were found in the soft mud along the lake banks at the old Drummond brickyard on Asbury Avenue, but it was determined the smaller footprints were too large to belong to Marie.

Two days later, November 12, Police Chief Smith summoned every able man in Asbury Park to meet on the corner of Ridge Avenue and aid in the hunt. The police announced a two-hundred-dollar reward for information about Marie. At night, the jittery beams of flashlights sliced through the dark woods and side streets. In her home, Nora Smith wept and stayed awake, into her fortieth hour without sleep, and neighbors worried for her sanity.

There was nothing to show for any of it. No piece of ripped fabric, no blood on the ground. No sign of little Marie at all. The girl was simply gone—“vanished,” one newspaper put it, “as thoroughly as though the earth had opened up and swallowed her.”

Then came Sunday, November 13—the Lord’s Day.






CHAPTER 3 A New Eden


[image: ]

June 1870

Ocean Grove, New Jersey

Forty years earlier, on a spot not far from the Wanamassa woods, two men stripped off their clothes and lay naked in the sand by the Atlantic Ocean.

One of them, a white man, thought about wading into the water, but the tide and the darkness of night scared him off the idea, and this was the best he could do—lie safely where the waves ebbed and the surf gently lapped his body. This was enough for him to feel what he had come to the ocean to feel.

Cleansed by God.

The white man, James Adam Bradley, was tired. Not just from the journey to the seaside, which had rattled his forty-year-old bones—across New York Harbor in the steamer Red Bird, a train to Eatontown, and from there a horse-drawn carriage over eight miles of a new “turnpike” that was little more than rocks and planks of wood.

Bradley, a burly man with a soft expression, was exhausted by life, physically and spiritually broken.

He grew up in Manhattan’s Lower East Side, on its dense streets and dirty alleys, in the 1830s. His father, an Irish farmer, and his mother, who was English, were poor. Bradley fell into the lawless life of a Bowery Boy, skipping school to drink wine and sneak into playhouses with chums, and this, it seemed, would be his lot in life—“drifting upon the rocks of intemperance,” as a newspaper later put it.

That, however, would not be his fate. One day, one of Bradley’s young running mates drunkenly offered to fight anyone brave enough to come forward. As a joke, the mischievous Bradley accepted. He put up his fists and, at the last moment, turned and fled, certain he could outrun his drunken friend. He made it a half block before a blow to the head knocked him down. His chum, it seemed, had only pretended to be drunk. Sober, he beat Bradley bloody.

The beating knocked Bradley straight. After that, he took his first job at fourteen, earning a dollar a week monitoring a pot of boiling lead in a brass foundry. At sixteen he answered a “Boy Wanted” sign in the window of a brush manufacturing plant, and apprenticed for the brush-maker Frances Furnold. Over the years he rose to shop foreman, and, with several hundred dollars saved from his wages, he opened his own small brush factory in Manhattan, at the age of twenty-seven.

But now he was forty, and despite his vast wealth—the result of a surge in demand for military brushes during the Civil War—he felt drained. The long hours in the factory, the stench of horsehair and bleach and glue, had got to him. Bradley’s doctor told him he was suffering from nervous exhaustion. Even his quiet, Boston-born wife, Helen, who otherwise stayed out of her husband’s affairs, urged him to take time away, not only from the brush business, but from New York City.

By chance, around this time, in 1869, Bradley ran into a friend on Broadway.

The friend was leasing undeveloped lots in Ocean Grove, a bare-bones summer campground site founded by Methodist clergymen on the rugged New Jersey seashore, sixty miles south of Bradley’s Brooklyn home. Bradley saw it as his chance to escape the soullessness of urban life, and impulsively bought two lots for eighty-five dollars each.

It would be there, in the roughness of nature, Bradley hoped, that “my wearied body and brain might rest, lulled to sleep by the murmuring sea at night, and awakened in the morning by the songs of birds in the pine trees”—the dream of a tenement boy turned factory man.

It was also the aspiration of a God-fearing soul.

Bradley was baptized Catholic—the immigrant religion—but as an adult he left behind his church, and the poverty of his youth, and became a Methodist. He saw it as a step up in class. Here was an evangelical movement that stressed living a life of purity and holiness, which struck Bradley as a more refined and middle-class pursuit, and more in line with his hearty self-discipline. To be Methodist was to seek a purer, closer, more authentic connection with God.

So, in 1870, Bradley took his first trip to his new property on the Jersey shore. He brought along John Baker, the assistant, cook, and companion he called “my colored man.” Formerly enslaved, Baker escaped a Virginia plantation at the start of the Civil War. As a free man in his mid-forties, he learned to read and write. To Bradley, their partnership was not unlike the Daniel Defoe novel Robinson Crusoe, with him as the fictional adventurer stuck on a desert island, and he saw John Baker as Crusoe’s companion, Friday, the uncivilized black native Crusoe converted to Christianity.

Yet Bradley also considered Baker a friend. “Though his black face and his unmistakable African features left no doubt as to his origins, he completely refuted the argument of some who say the colored man is thick-skulled and stupid and only fit to be used as a servant,” Bradley wrote. Their friendship surprised many, including one reporter who “was struck by Mr. Bradley’s manner and treatment of his colored servant.” Just a few years after the Civil War and the emancipation of four million enslaved people, their bond was not a common one, neither in the North nor South.

Yet there they were, together reaching the nothingness of Ocean Grove at nightfall on June 9, 1870.

They parked their horses in the barn of a local, Charles Rogers, and made their way on foot through a half mile of briar and bush, finally emerging into a man-made clearing. It was too dark to search for wood to use as poles for a tent, so they slung their tarp over the roofless beams of a structure under construction near the ocean. It was the first and only structure in all of Ocean Grove, soon to be the two-story building that housed the Ocean Grove Association. For now, it was a fine makeshift shelter for the two men, who ate a few crackers in the dark before going to sleep on carriage cushions they used as beds and pillows.

In the light of morning, John Baker awoke to the full realization that his boss’s dream destination was a wasteland.

“Mr. B,” Baker said forlornly, “this is a wilderness place.”

“Oh, don’t be cast down,” Bradley answered.

That day they pushed farther south, through desolate sand dunes and marshes, and arrived at Bradley’s two empty lots by a lake that bordered the ocean. They pitched their tent and dug a hole in the ground to use as an icebox. They spent the next several days in the almost complete solitude of Ocean Grove, occasionally spotting workers in the distance. Sometimes they traveled the six miles to Long Branch, the nearest real town, for canned food.

One night, Bradley and Baker went for a walk along the Atlantic.

“How about a bath?” Bradley suggested.

“No, no,” Baker said.

“Remember, John, cleanliness is next to godliness.”

With that, Bradley stripped off his clothes and walked naked to the surf. Baker waited farther back.

At the waterline, Bradley hesitated. He considered “the way bathers usually enjoy the surf, the waves crashing over their heads.” But the vastness of the ocean, endless, unknowable, was too intimidating. Instead, Bradley lay in the soft sand and let the water rush past. He felt a strange kind of melancholy, even loneliness, as he surrendered to the ocean. It was perhaps more solitude than he had bargained for.

In fact he was not alone. John Baker had stripped off his own clothes and made his way to the water’s edge. “He had plucked up courage by my example,” Bradley wrote. Baker lay down in the sand next to his friend, and together they let the waves bathe them—two men brought by different forces to the same ocean, to be baptized side by side.



Bradley’s dream of rejuvenation was not a dream he held just for Baker and himself. He envisioned a modern Methodist sanctuary arising from the scrub brush, sprouting from the sand. Where before there was nothing, now a town, a community, a resort—a haven for those who wished to flee the wantonness of secular society and be renewed, down to their weary souls, in the glow of the Savior. A new Eden.

Bradley’s dream took root in Ocean Grove, which in 1870, when he first saw it, was merely a summer campground for Methodist groups and other denominational unions and gatherings. It was not a city or a town or anything. It was designed to be a seasonal retreat, absent of buildings and bustle, drainage or sewage. Ocean Grove was isolated from the nearest town, Long Branch, by Wesley Lake on its northern border, and beyond that by five hundred acres of uninhabitable wilderness, a stretch of windswept land so thick with brush and briars, wildflowers and marshmallow plants, that not a single soul had seen fit to make use of it in the century America had been a country.

Yet even the lake and the wilderness were not enough insulation for Ocean Grove’s God-fearers, given the unsavory character of Long Branch.

The Branch, as it was known, was a drinking and gambling town. Operated by the portly stockbroker and robber baron James Fisk—Diamond Jim to most—it was known for its garish nightclubs and dance bands, prostitutes, and ample liquor. On July 4, 1870, around the time James Bradley first arrived in Ocean Grove, the 128-acre Monmouth Park racetrack opened three miles outside Long Branch, solidifying the resort’s status as the premier gambling mecca on the East Coast. With its proud debauchery, Long Branch was the spiritual antithesis of Ocean Grove.

For that reason, the Methodist clergymen who established Ocean Grove considered buying the five hundred acres of wilderness between the two places, lest it fall into the hands of someone who didn’t share their pure intents. But the land was too rough, and the price too high. So the parcel sat. On one of his visits to Ocean Grove, James Bradley, curious about the scrubland, asked a Methodist clergyman, Rev. William Osborne, to come with him on an expedition through the brush.

It was not an easy go. They had to hack through the thick briar and risk “having our clothes torn from our bodies,” Bradley wrote. Once they made it through the half mile of sand and marsh and overgrowth, they encountered another lake, which seemed to Bradley to be “as beautiful a stretch of water as can be found anywhere.” Maybe it was the hard journey through the woods that made the lake seem so heavenly to Bradley, as if the trek had been a kind of spiritual quest—which, of course, it had been, just as his entire New Jersey adventure was a quest. Or perhaps the water, which would come to be called Deal Lake, was truly as serene and shimmering that day as Bradley took it to be.

Either way, beating his way through the brush and gazing upon the pristine lake changed the course of Bradley’s life even more than his purchases in Ocean Grove.

His lots there were raw and undeveloped, but they were part of something man-made. The five hundred acres of scrub brush, though—these were truly untouched. They were the blank canvas Bradley had been desperate for. “Not a foot of cultivated soil in the whole place,” he marveled. After spending a few moments at Deal Lake, Bradley and Osborne walked back to Ocean Grove along the beach, and Bradley got to work setting up a company to buy the forsaken land. He joined with seven clergymen, who together pledged to raise the ninety thousand dollars (nearly two million dollars today) needed to purchase the acres.

Then the deal fell apart. The clergymen backed out. “When the cool nights of autumn came around, it chilled their enthusiasm,” Bradley wrote. Yet even the winter freeze didn’t lessen his own. He borrowed ninety thousand dollars against his brush business, and bought the five hundred acres by himself.

What followed was a feat of sheer audacity and will. Bradley paid to clear-cut the woods and level the unruly sand dunes. He paced the land with a measuring stick and blocked off where the streets and churches and parks would go. He planned for wide avenues and boulevards that would run parallel to the ocean and create pleasing open spaces. He dreamed of a vast public walkway along the water. He envisioned homes and hotels, small businesses and meeting halls, a library and a school. He created what he called “a perfect system of drainage,” pushing the existing technology to fashion fifteen miles of pipelines carrying waste from every home. He hired the state geologist to build artesian wells connected to an aquifer, providing his future residents with the purest water.

Doggedly, Bradley dreamed his haven into existence, gouging it out of primal earth and christening it after the frontier missionary who helped bring Methodism to America—the eighteenth-century English bishop Francis Asbury. The bishop was a morbidly gloomy man who had nothing of Bradley’s optimism but instead was “a prophet of evil tidings,” as Asbury put it, firm in his belief that the only thing saving us from the absolute horrors of the world was “faith in a prayer-hearing, soul-converting, soul-sanctifying, soul-restoring, soul-comforting God.”

So it was that on March 26, 1874, James Bradley, admiring of the bishop’s reverent soul and pioneer spirit, incorporated his five hundred rough-hewn acres and called his new township Asbury Park.






CHAPTER 4 Blood Under a Black Skin
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1874–1910

Asbury Park, New Jersey

What began as Bradley’s pursuit of purity became, in just a short time, a one-man crusade against sin.

Around him, Asbury Park flourished in ways Bradley couldn’t have dreamed. New railroad lines opened up the entire Jersey shore to New York City commuters seeking getaways by the sea. In 1877 Bradley laid the first planks of a narrow ocean walkway that by 1880 had been replaced by a wide and grand boardwalk. He built a pier and an orchestra pavilion, and provided generous financial assistance to interested entrepreneurs who further built up the town. Within ten years of its founding, Asbury Park was home to some two hundred hotels and boardinghouses, with rooms for many thousands of visitors. In 1888, it was reported that as many as six hundred thousand people spent time in Asbury Park.

In 1869, Bradley’s land had been valued at a mere fifteen thousand dollars. By 1890, it was assessed at $2,500,000 (or nearly $50 million today).

What drove its remarkable growth—from wasteland to wildly popular resort in fifteen years—was the culture of escapism and wholesome entertainment that quickly took root.

An enterprising German immigrant, Ernest Schnitzler—modest and reserved except for a stocky mustache that connected to his even stockier sideburns—came to Asbury Park in 1888 with a vision of his own. He built a grand carousel, with dozens of ornate wooden horses and space for seventy-eight riders, inside a festive pavilion decorated with bright murals of the boardwalk. It was the first attraction in what would become Schnitzler’s sprawling Pleasure Palace Amusements complex, which, among such complexes, was “the largest, most unique and most complete under one roof of all found on the Atlantic Coast,” a local historian declared. Schnitzler created the Crystal Maze, a vast hall of funhouse mirrors that captivated visitors, and he sank many tens of thousands of dollars into pioneering electrical generators called dynamos, which brilliantly lit his arcade with two thousand thirty-candle-power lights.

Another unique attraction soon followed—a fifty-foot-high wooden wheel called a roundabout. Riders climbed into passenger cars that rose and fell as the big wheel slowly revolved. It was designed by William Somers, who was influenced by William Forrester’s more basic epicycloidal wheel in Atlantic City. Somers’s design earned him a U.S. patent and contracts to build the wheel in Atlantic City and Coney Island as well as Asbury Park. One of the ride’s earliest passengers was George Ferris Jr., who, one year after experiencing it, built a similar wheel for Chicago’s 1893 World’s Fair. Somers sued for patent infringement, but the case was dismissed—and the ride, fairly or not, became known as the Ferris wheel.

Elegant hotels like the Plaza and the Marlborough came next. During the days, visitors enjoyed crabbing and sailing in leased yachts and bathing in the Atlantic salt water, and at night they flooded Schnitzler’s Palace and other pleasure halls. Some enjoyed strolling or riding bicycles past the majestic, candy-colored Victorian homes that lined the ocean-bordering avenues. The effect of a day at Asbury Park was dizzying, almost sensual, given the many opportunities for indulgence and amusement. Not quite the placid nature retreat James Bradley had envisioned, Asbury Park became, by the turn of the century, America’s most dynamic seaside resort.

And yet, nearly from the start, not all was well in Bradley’s paradise. An 1880s editorial in the Asbury Park Journal, the local paper founded by Bradley, described evil, undermining forces at work.

“In this pleasant place,” the paper stated, “Satan came in his worst form.” That form was alcohol—something Bradley considered “the curse of America.” He banned the sale of alcohol and crafted hundreds of property deeds containing anti-liquor clauses. And yet, in the shadows, or even out in the open, dozens of illegal saloons flourished. Drugstores and pharmacies peddled medicinal alcohol, while roving “beer arks” supplemented liquor sales. Even legitimate hotels and restaurants discreetly served alcohol to customers who knew to refer to lager beer as “sea foam,” and whiskey as “cold tea.”

Bradley gamely fought against them all, creating a Law and Order League of police officers and charging hotel owners with illegal sales. Often, he would chase beer wagons down a dark street himself. He also patrolled the streets and boardwalk at night, on the lookout not only for booze peddlers but also young couples engaging in what he called “summertime propinquity.” He posted handwritten signs around the village, warning against “evil forces” and quoting his favorite scriptures. “Jesus Saves From Hell Praise Him,” read one. He printed and distributed cards listing his rules of conduct for visitors, which included no peddling, profanity, or bathing suits “open to the suggestion of immodesty.” Even “questionable poses” were outlawed.

Bradley pushed greatly for the innocent pursuits he preferred—spying sea lions and turtles on a whaling boat he anchored offshore, for instance—over the ones more naturally encouraged by the seductions of the sun and the sea. But that, in the end, would prove to be Bradley’s greatest foe—the tide of human nature, with its slow and steady pull.



Another built-in fault line in Bradley’s plan was race.

Just as the hedonistic instincts that drew people to Asbury Park ran counter to Bradley’s puritanical urges, the very nature of what he was doing—creating, he hoped, “a white people’s resort”—required a subclass to cater to the well-heeled visitors: waiters, carriage drivers, attendants, street sweepers.

It was black workers who filled nearly all these jobs.

Bradley understood this necessity, and by the mid-1880s there were some two thousand full-time black residents living in or near Asbury Park. They settled mainly in an unincorporated stretch of land adjacent to Asbury Park in Neptune Township, across the railroad tracks from the gilded part of the city, in an area known as West Park. Despite his friendship with the former slave John Baker, Bradley was, at heart, a fierce segregationist. As the unofficial mayor of Asbury Park, and owner of most of the land (he chose to lease out lots instead of selling them), Bradley made it his mission to keep the white and black populations of his bustling resort separate.

Bradley, however, could not control the flow of black tourists into Asbury Park, nor did he think to regulate, at least early on, the access black workers would have to his beach and boardwalk.

It was the opinion of many white observers that black workers were abusing their proximity to the resort’s finer features, “intruding themselves,” as the New York Times reported, “in places where common sense should tell them not to go.” Black women, for instance, “flocked by the hundreds to Bradley’s beach, jostled for room on the plank walk, and said impudent things to persons who resented any effort at familiarity.” The most egregious example, the Times explained, was a blacks-only picnic hosted by vacationers from Newark, who “took possession of the [beach] and left it strewn with peanut shells.”

The picnic was a final straw. It led Bradley’s newspaper, the Asbury Park Journal—and possibly Bradley himself—to craft a blunt editorial titled “Too Many Colored People.” They “are becoming a nuisance in Asbury Park,” the paper declared. “We allow them to vote, to have full standing and protection in the law… but when it comes to social intermingling, then we object most seriously and emphatically.”

It was not a toothless complaint—Bradley had already forbidden black people from using the boardwalk or pavilion between 7:00 a.m. and 10:00 p.m., a near-total ban, and he could impose similar limits on access to the beach if he wished. The reluctance of most whites to mingle with blacks was a simple truism in the South, if not in the presumably more enlightened northern states, such as New Jersey. But Bradley’s angry editorial, the New York Post observed, revealed that the reality of segregation “is also true to some extent in the North.”

With the editorial, Bradley drew a stark color line in Asbury Park. It was as if, in his battle against all the evils that might befall his seaside idyll, what he deemed the “impudence” of blacks was just another evil for him to combat. Equal rights for all, Bradley believed, was a practical impossibility. As long as that was true, he would not allow Asbury Park to become an experiment in integration.

The Journal editorial, however, roused the black population. Its harshness “irritates every negro stepping in the borough,” the New York Times reported three days later. “Every drop of blood under a black skin smarts with indignation.” Rev. John Francis Robinson, pastor of the African Methodist Church in Asbury Park, said in a speech that “we colored people fought for our liberty some years ago, and we do not propose to be denied it at this later date. We will not be dictated to in this manner by Mr. Bradley or any other man.” Rev. A. J. Chambers, pastor of the Bethel Methodist Church and a traveling minister, marched into the office of the Asbury Park Journal and declared the charges in the editorial “uncalled for, unwarranted, un-Christian-like and cruel.”

In the end, Asbury Park in the 1880s did become a kind of test case in integration, in that it forced whites and blacks to find a way to coexist in relatively close quarters.

James Bradley, holder of all the legal power, won most of the battles, but not all of them. He eventually permitted black workers full access to their own stretch of beach—albeit the section nearest the pipe spewing sewage into the ocean. The editorials and sermons subsided, then flared up again. Ground was gained and lost. Bradley even came to call himself “a friend” of the black race, and explained away his segregationist efforts as necessary to protecting “the vast amounts of capital” invested in Asbury Park.

It was only in his later years that Bradley, in trying to shape the foundational myth of Asbury Park, began to share the story of his old friend, John Baker, who had long since left his employ and moved away from New Jersey. Though Baker’s characterization of their relationship was never recorded, Bradley wrote fondly of their pivotal night in the cleansing surf—ironically, the very first full and peaceful integration of the sands on his hallowed property.

That the spirit of that moment had been so thoroughly lost in Asbury Park did not seem to dawn on Bradley, or at least not to trouble him. Perhaps he didn’t realize that he could no more keep every evil out of his town than he could hope to calm the waves that frightened him.



Around the time Bradley was grappling with racial strife in his wonderland, an evil far worse than any he had ever encountered visited a small town just seven miles north of Asbury Park. It happened in Eatontown, a borough west of Long Branch, on March 5, 1886.

Earlier that day, a blond, twenty-two-year-old woman named Anna Herbert walked home by herself through the woods. Someone snuck up from behind and struck her with a club on the left side of her head. She struggled with her attacker, but he was bigger and choked her to unconsciousness. When she came to, she staggered to a neighbor’s house and gave the name of the man who attacked her—a sixty-six-year-old black stable hand named Samuel Johnson, better known as Mingo Jack.

A constable was summoned, and Mingo Jack was arrested while eating dinner in the home he shared with his wife and twenty-two-year-old daughter, Angeline, in a marshland called Hog Swamp. Asked about Anna Herbert, Mingo Jack denied knowing anything about her. The constable took him in anyway, and put him in one of the two cells in a small brick prison house by the banks of a frozen pond, across from the Eaton Mill. Word of the assault spread quickly, and within an hour an angry crowd surrounded the prison. Police managed to disperse it, and at 10:00 p.m. the warden left Mingo Jack unattended in his locked cell, alone in the prison.

Sometime around midnight, the prisoner heard a gunshot and crashing glass. Someone had shot out the window above the wooden prison door. Then, more gunshots and more breaking glass, and the thudding sounds of a sledgehammer, stolen from a nearby marble cutter’s shop, bashing the prison’s brick wall. When the wall held, Mingo Jack heard the wrenching sound of a pickax prying open the double-thick wooden door. He knew full well what was happening. He knew he was trapped. He screamed out in the night:

“Murder! Murder!”

The door fell away. Men rushed in and pulled Mingo from his cell. He struggled hard, but the men beat him so badly they cracked his skull and gouged out one of his eyes. The floor was drenched with his blood.

The next morning, a young black boy on his way to trap muskrats saw the bullet-torn body hanging from a thick rope tied to the prison transom bar. The boy ran into town crying, “Mingo Jack is dead!”

At a coroner’s inquest in the town’s broad hall, witnesses sat on a piano stool and told what they knew. The final verdict was vague. “We find that Samuel Johnson was willfully murdered… by being beaten upon the head by clubs and by hanging by the neck,” it read. “Said beating and hanging having been done by some person or persons to the jury unknown.” Most in Eatontown knew the names of the men who had been at the jail that night: they were the fathers and brothers and sons who walked among them, some of them prominent men. But no one ever served any time for the lynching.

At the African Church in Eatontown, Rev. John Hammett read a sermon over the body of Mingo Jack. He chose a scripture from Matthew: “We must all die, and after this the Judgment.” Mingo’s body was buried in a pauper’s plot in the South Eatontown Cemetery. Newspaper accounts called him a “bad character” and a “dangerous and desperate man.” Many said the town was better off without him. At least two other men would, in later years, confess to the rape and beating of Anna Herbert. Most likely, Mingo Jack was innocent of the crime.

He was the first black man ever lynched in the northern state of New Jersey.



Just seven miles away, in Asbury Park, the lynching had little impact. James Bradley relentlessly kept up the façade of innocent splendor he wished so desperately for his city. There wasn’t a dispute or distraction, he believed, or even a lynching, that couldn’t be drowned out by the shrill jangle of some shiny new attraction.

No event in Asbury Park better reflected this philosophy than the lavish parade Bradley dreamed up and launched in 1890, four years after the Mingo Jack killing. He called it the Baby Parade.

It was a simple idea. Mothers pushed their infants and toddlers in decorated wagons and carriages single file along the boardwalk, led by a marching brass band. And that was it. Bradley saw it as a patriotic celebration of motherhood, as well as an emblem of the wholesomeness of Asbury Park. He persuaded two hundred mothers and nurses to participate in the first parade, held on a hot July afternoon. Some fifteen thousand people lined up to cheer them on.

Bradley’s instinct paid off, and within a few years the Baby Parade was an extravaganza, drawing national coverage, hundreds of participants, and many tens of thousands of spectators. Judges awarded prizes to the most elaborately festooned floats and carriages, and the parade became part of a weeklong, family-focused carnival. In 1910, the twentieth anniversary of the parade, special trains from New York, Philadelphia, and Trenton brought in more than one hundred thousand spectators.

The 1910 Baby Parade, twice postponed by bad weather, still became the biggest single event in the short history of Asbury Park. “Midget Marchers Present Magnificent Pageant,” boasted the Asbury Park Press, which devoted several full broadsheets to their coverage. Public buildings were covered with flags and bunting; trolley cars and automobiles stalled in the heavy traffic. At 3:00 p.m., Arthur Pryor, dressed in white, led his band in their signature song, “Jersey Shore,” to start the procession. All kinds of toddlers were on display: “fat babies and lean babies; babies with tow hair and red-headed tots; consummate little actresses, diminutive bosses,” the Press described. A panel of dignitaries judged the costumes and carriages for originality and spectacle.

The top winner was two-year-old Ruth Klatenbach. In an exhibit her mother titled “Our Jewel,” little Ruth was displayed as “the Tiffany setting of a huge diamond ring,” according to the Press. “The ring was mounted in a huge box, with an open purple plush lid and white silk lining,” while Ruth’s small body “was squeezed within the pronged forks of the ring.” The judges awarded her the grand Gold Trophy prize—five hundred dollars provided by the Eskay Food Company.

It would have been, by all accounts, the most successful Baby Parade ever—James Bradley’s crowning achievement—had it not been for a shocking and gruesome incident that marred the proceeding.

That morning, a thin, sharp-jawed man, Dewitt Moore, traveled from Newark with a friend to watch the parade.

Moore and his friend pushed aggressively through the crowds, using profanity and subjecting women “to improper embraces,” the Press reported. A bystander, Herald Smith—a young photographer who lived in town—was at the parade with his business partner, Earle Williamson, and his sister Mabel. As babies and children in floats rolled by, Smith and Williamson noticed the commotion and confronted the unruly men.

At first, there was only yelling and fist-waving. Then a roar went up from the crowd for an especially festive float. For just an instant, Herald Smith turned to see what the crowd was cheering for.

And in that instant, Dewitt Moore took out a small folding knife and pushed it into Smith’s back just below the shoulder.

Before Smith could even turn around, Moore stabbed him again, sticking the knife just below his ear and dragging it downward. Smith cried out and was stabbed again, a vicious swipe to his left arm that tore open an artery. A fourth thrust nearly cut off two of Smith’s fingers.

Before Moore was done, he had stabbed Smith seven times.

As Moore made his escape, Smith, dazed and bleeding, staggered out of the crowd and into the parade route, crying in pain and panic.

Some mothers saw the blood streaming from his head and spurting from his arm and he fell to the ground in full feint. Others pulled their babies out of their wagons and hurried away. Screaming children called out for their parents and ran blindly into the crowd to flee the bloodied creature stumbling toward them. The band stopped playing and the parade was halted as police officers scrambled through the throng.

Herald Smith was rushed to his nearby house and tended to by Dr. George Potts. He survived the attack. Dewitt Moore was stopped from escaping by a burly eighteen-year-old Native American named Clarence Tahamout, and quickly arrested. After a short break, the parade resumed, at least for those mothers and babies who were not too shaken to continue. The crowd trampled away most of the blood that remained.

There, in one grisly incident, lay the inexorable tension between James Bradley’s dream and the reality of his playground—the battle between good and evil, between the wholesome and the carnal. The battle that never ends and cannot be won, only waged.

Bradley hoped for Asbury Park to be a promise of goodness and godliness. Instead, it became a promise of indulgence and satiation—a place where pure and impure instincts could not be separated.

Asbury Park, after all, was not a real city, so much as it was an illusion of community, forced and transparent, built on myth, and ultimately no more or less moral than any other human meeting ground.

Bradley had always been wrong to believe he could manage the behavior of his hordes with posted signs and printed rules—the sheer humanity that flocked to his shore was never his to control. So it was that his dream of purity became like the brass ring that hung forever out of reach of the gleeful riders on his glorious carousel.

“Oh, what people of God we ought to be!” Bradley’s idol Francis Asbury once said, as if to Bradley himself. “And grace can make us so!”

But what grace was there to be found in the bloody boardwalk stabbing of an innocent, virtuous man, or, just two months later, the disappearance of the young schoolgirl Marie Smith?






CHAPTER 5 The Wanamassa


[image: ]

November 1910

Asbury Park, New Jersey

On the morning of November 12, uniformed soldiers from the New Jersey National Guard—among them expert horsemen from the elite cavalry Essex Troop—marched into Asbury Park.

By then, Marie Smith had been missing for three days. The Guardsmen re-canvassed the woods near Deal Lake, inching through the slog alongside ten- and eleven-year-old boys recruited from the Bradley School to beef up the ranks of the searchers. The boys quit the hunt at nightfall. The Guardsmen kept going through daybreak.

“If the girl is anywhere within a twenty-mile radius of Asbury Park,” a town official said, “she ought to be found within twenty-four hours.”

Investigators had three theories of what might have happened—kidnapping, accidental death, and murder. The first theory made little sense. Marie’s parents were far from wealthy. Who would believe they could extract any significant amount of money from them? Beyond a ransom, any other motive for a kidnapping was too heinous for authorities to publicly discuss.

The second theory, that Marie had been murdered, suffered from a lack of any evidence of an attack or struggle. The same was true of an accidental death. If Marie had been struck by a car, surely there would have been some sign of it, a tire track, a spatter of blood. But there wasn’t. Nothing pointed to anything. The only early suspects were the wandering gypsies living in campgrounds in and around Asbury Park. They were European immigrants and nomads who set up temporary tent villages and isolated themselves from townspeople, resisting all assimilation and, often enough, surviving through theft and con games. The Guardsmen rooted through their camps and dug through tents looking for clues, but once again found nothing.

By the morning of Sunday, November 13—a full four days after Marie’s disappearance—no evidence of any kind had turned up anywhere. In the stores and on the streets, the people of Asbury Park whispered the same sad question to each other.

“Has the girl been found?”



At noon that Sunday, William Stewart Benson walked into the Wanamassa woods.

A groundskeeper and landscaper, Benson, fifty-eight, owned a greenhouse and flower plant in Bradley Park, just north of Asbury Park. His fresh flower business was one of the best and most modern in New Jersey. Benson didn’t look like the hard laborer he was—his narrow shoulders and small rimless glasses made him seem soft, and he had a guileless smile that hid his teeth. That morning, Benson delivered a flower arrangement to a client on Central Avenue in Asbury Park. After the delivery, he walked north on Central Avenue, turned left on Third Avenue, and headed to the woods.

He entered the Wanamassa on an unpaved drift road that ran through the forest—a shortcut to the stone bridge that would lead him back to his town. But Benson wasn’t going home just yet.

He left the traverse road and walked among the trees for a reason. Benson was looking for something, and he knew that what he was looking for would not be found in the open. It would be hidden away.

He was after the two-hundred-dollar reward.

He chose a random direction and took one hundred fifty steps over a dense carpet of dead leaves and fallen branches. To his left he could see the deep gully that was used as a town dumping ground for cartloads of leaves, which just a week earlier had caught fire and been put out by the Enterprise Hose Company. The crackle of dry wood beneath his shoes and the croak of pond frogs may have been the only sounds he could hear. Benson was in a place now that was stripping itself of green, of life, leaving only the dark blacks and browns of dormancy.

Then—he saw it.

It was just a bundle of something.

“A huddled little heap of brown beneath a clump of leaf-stripped bushes,” a newspaper later described.

Benson moved closer and the bundle took shape.

The heap of brown was a winter coat.

Benson saw a black shoe. A plaid skirt. The top of a face, the rest hidden by the coat.

Blood on the back of the head.

The florist ran from the woods. He hurried onto Third Avenue and looked for a policeman. He asked a passerby where the parents of Marie Smith lived, and after a few minutes he found the frame house on West Monroe Avenue. He knocked and went inside. Peter Smith was there, and his wife, Nora, and a police officer, William Truax. Benson swallowed hard and told them what he had come across in the Wanamassa.

“I found the child,” he later said. “The hind parts were exposed, her skirts were pulled up, and the drawers were pulled down. I saw a wound on the back of the head.”
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