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Preface


The crime of murder is more far-reaching, diversified, and complicated than any other. The motives that propel killers to the completion of their dark acts have astounding variety which all the more dumbfounds police and historian. Unlike the forger, the bank robber, the political terrorist—whose crimes have but a single purpose, following an exact course of action, and whose modus operandi is therefore somewhat predictable—the murderer is a much more elusive creature; and his or her offense, whether it be coldly premeditated or a crime passionnel, is the supreme attack upon any society coveting law and order. As such, police confront a wholly different and distinctive kind of ego, one that demands from them an all-out commitment to combat with the deadliest and most sinister of criminals.


In this class of murder the reader will not readily discover the everyday gangster killer who is in the business of murder as an indifferent professional, although America has produced some notable exceptions in this category, if only for the style employed in the manner of execution. Nor will the murder devotee find informative the sluggish acts of lurking street cretins who artlessly strangle and knife their random victims for no other reason than that the local pool hall has been closed down for repairs. No, those who relish a good murder are more demanding, requiring of their subject material some intelligent assemblage to the crime, even intellectual propensity as was the case of the inventive Dr. Buckanan, found in these pages, or the intricate deviousness in the scheme of Arthur Perry.


In his perceptive 1827 essay, “On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts,” Thomas DeQuincey aptly pointed out that “something more goes into the composition of a fine murder than two blockheads to kill and be killed, a knife, a purse, and a dark lane. Design, gentlemen, grouping, light and shade, piety, sentiment, are now deemed indispensable to attempts of this nature.”


The selections made for Murder, America, it is felt, are of this genre. The entries are cross-sectioned, representative of their respective eras, lifestyles, and community positions, from the most socially respectable such as Bathsheba Spooner, the Reverend Carawan, Martha Place, to the highly esteemed professional types such as doctors Coolidge, MacGregor and de Kaplany, the dentist Waite, attorneys Patrick and Payne, the businessman Keller.


The reader will also find enterprising blue-collar killers displaying as much creativity as their white-collar counterparts, for murder in the U.S. is as democratic as our political process—the farmer Watkins, the handyman Probst, streetcar driver Walsh, seaman Bram, sexton Piper, housekeeper Peete, policeman Erler, porter Jackson, and furniture mover Cowan. To be sure, there are the dedicated killers slaying on a mass level—Samuel Green, the deadly poisoners Lydia Sherman, Thomas Neill Cream, Johann Otto Hoch, Tillie Gbrurek, Nannie Doss, lonely-hearts murderers Fernandez and Beck, thrill killers Kelbach and Lance, the kidnappers Hightower, and Hall and Heady, and the outright bizarre bloodletters such as the intellectual Rulloffson, the love-embittered Barberi and Stopa, the ambitious Kenneth Neu, the possessive Mildred Bolton, the marrying Robert James.


In many ways, these citizens of our imperfect republic, born and nurtured in violence, reflect the mores and mentality of successive generations. They are of the commonplace and the exalted, their historical footnotes, either infamous or obscure, as well fixed in the annals of murder as the recorded permanence of our muster roll of presidents.


Those profiled in this book represent all points of America’s compass, and, in traveling that geography of murder, the author has discovered that certain types of murders are indigenous to particular areas of the country, relating, as it were, to topographical deadly trends. In New England, for instance, always a hardscrabble land of caution and reserve, homicide has been enacted with traditional adroit secrecy. Along the Eastern Seaboard murder has been historically a matter of business, like the efficiency of its great cities; in the South acts of murder are customarily committed by those driven by a passion smoldering like their own long, hot days and unrelieved cotton fields. Always the seat of America’s strongest moralities, the midwest has characteristically spawned murders planned with fearful care, then acted out, for the most part, in savagery—like the unpredictable weather sweeping across the flatlands. In the West, particularly in the Southwest, the utter barrenness of the land, the hopeless horizons, have apparently affected the lives of that area’s most notorious killers, calling forth in style wild rampages equal to the frontier past and an untamed land hostile to civilized notions about the sacrosanct state of life. These consistent curiosities of topographical murder do much to detail the psychological pressures of locale upon the minds of murderers. But wherever their homes, their motives are always divergent.


Many killers are motivated by greed, others by love, revenge, jealousy. Some have killed out of boredom, others out of sexual aberration and excitement, religious fanaticism, even berserk patriotism. Their methods ranged from the prosaic to the positively ingenious. Guns and gunpowder were never considered, as a whole, to be anything other than the tools of war in our early-day society, to be employed in open conflict justified by all nations. Murder was confined from the Revolution to the gaslight era, for the most part, to the insidious device of poison, a subtle agent of death. As science twisted convention and progress with dizzying speed, the murderer modernized with knife, gun, and bomb. And, as the hundreds of examples in this book’s chronology should show, the murderer entered the so-called modern era with lethal sophistication, keeping pace with indifferent science, to shatter the concept of life-held-dear through wholesale killing.


In the deeper past the mass killer was the exception, almost a medieval rarity, but with the coming of the social revolutions, specious or not, of the mid-1960s, the lunatic fringe of murder appeared to become the ghastly norm. Murder was no longer a singular and personal affair but a nameless, ongoing slaughter that was only of incidental interest to the drug-cultured, sex-deviated perpetrator. He committed his acts over long periods of time as would a farmer obliterating pesky starlings each season.


The Wayne Henleys, Juan Coronas killed and continue to kill not with unconscionable reason but without reason at all. Religious leaders have pointed to the decline of organized religion and the disintegration of the family unit as potent factors contributing to this murderous perspective. Sociologists murmur about fluid environments, psychologists about alienation of identities, law-enforcement authorities about the shabby conduct of the courts. All of these are handy explanations and full of their own truths, yet the plain fact is that it is easier to murder now than ever before, because these explanations serve as lines of reason for the killer’s defense should he be caught and tried. It is the attitude of the murderer that has so radically changed. For the most part, he considers himself to be a victim. His defense counsel, he knows, will provide any number of qualifying reasons for his deed later in court. For today’s murderer, there is little between the angry past and the permissive present to frustrate his acts or fret his future.


JAY ROBERT NASH


Chicago, 1979





1778   WORCESTER, MASSACHUSETTS
A Lady’s Patriotic Gore


Lust and politics ruled equally in the heart of the beauteous Bathsheba Spooner, a constant emotional condition that inevitably led her to hate her doddering, ancient husband and embrace murder as a fervent lover. Her marriage was a bad bargain from the beginning, most knew, arranged by Bathsheba’s illustrious, stem-minded father, General Timothy Ruggles, whose devotion to the English king branded him a staunch Tory long before the birth of the American Revolution.


Ruggles was a strategist, especially with the lives of his offspring, promoting in 1766 the marriage of his favorite daughter, eighteen-year-old Bathsheba, to wealthy Joshua Spooner, a man old enough to be her grandfather. Yet there were compensations. Spooner’s vast land holdings outside of Worcester, Massachusetts, included a large, comfortable home peopled with several servants to do young Bathsheba’s bidding.


But the headstrong woman was unhappy from the start. Her own parents had served as disastrous examples of wedded bliss. Ruggles and his wife had argued constantly throughout Bathsheba’s early youth, and, on one occasion, the impressionistic girl was present when her mother served her father his favorite dog for dinner, roasted.


General Ruggles doted on Bathsheba, implanting his own stringent thinking in her mind, particularly his Tory sentiments. She grew to be a stunning woman, but young men were wary of her. Historian Peleg W. Chandler described Bathsheba in his noted Criminal Trials as “extremely prepossessing in her personal appearance, and she was noted for great strength of character; but her temper was haughty and imperious, and the circumstances of her birth and early education were not favorable to that delicacy and refinement, which constitute the greatest charm of the sex.”


Indelicate situations became numerous in the Spooner household, Bathsheba’s enfeebled and dominated husband suspecting but unable or unwilling to combat his wife’s flagrant flirtations with other men. Joshua Spooner was a born cuckold. Beautiful Bathsheba began to bat her eyes at almost any young male passing the Spooner mansion in the early 1770s; it was well known through Mrs. Spooner’s own loud complaints that her husband had long ago been incapable of meeting any sexual requirements.


By the time the Revolution broke out, Mrs. Spooner was sending her servants into the road to ask soldiers, both Continental and British, to partake of her ample table and, later, with full stomachs, her warm bed. One such passerby was Ezra Ross, who had served in the American Army with his three brothers from the outset of the war, fighting at Bunker Hill and in other battles. He was but sixteen when Bathsheba spotted Ezra straggling down the Worcester Road past her home. She sent a servant to fetch him inside. Ezra happily gorged himself on, the sumptuous meal Bathsheba had served. Suddenly he fainted. So emaciated and ill was the young revolutionary that Bathsheba ordered her servants to put him to bed. For several weeks Mrs. Spooner doted on the boy, nursing him day and night. When his strength returned, Bathsheba, though twice his age, made romantic advances to him. Ezra responded with enthusiasm.


The youthful soldier rejoined General Washington to serve with him in several campaigns for a year. He then returned to the waiting arms of Bathsheba in 1778. The elderly Joshua Spooner looked upon the amiable youth as a family friend, liking him, never for a moment suspecting that Ross was trysting with his wife.


It was during this passionate period that Bathsheba decided to rid herself of her wealthy husband. Her reasons were two-fold: Joshua Spooner was useless to her as a sex partner, and he was an ardent supporter of the American Revolution. Bathsheba, like her father, was intensely loyal to the British crown, so her husband’s demise became in her troubled mind an extension of her own patriotism. (General Ruggles had planned his exit from the colonies with precision. His vast estates, purchased in 1755, were in Hardwick in Worcester County. He kept thirty horses and a twenty-acre park for deer, plus several houses. Ruggles put his properties into Bathsheba’s name before fleeing to Nova Scotia to live out his life, dying in 1795 at age eighty-four. Ruggles shrewdly figured that Bathsheba, being married to Spooner, a staunch supporter of the Revolution, would thereby be able to hold onto his estates.)


Spooner, who traveled widely on business, planned a trip to Princetown. He asked young Ross to accompany him. Ross agreed, playing his role of family friend to the hilt. Before they left, Bathsheba took her teenage paramour aside and handed him a half bottle of aquafortis, telling the boy to put a few drops into Spooner’s ale on the trip. But Ross appeared squeamish about poisoning his benefactor.


“Do it,” ordered the headstrong Bathsheba. “It will make a man out of you.”


Once before Mrs. Spooner had tried to convince Ross to murder her husband. At the time the boy had agreed to slit Spooner’s throat when he was asleep, but he cowered at the old man’s bedroom door and could not go through with the killing. It would be the same with the poison, Bathsheba reasoned. She was right; Ross grew fainthearted on the trip and failed to poison his sponsor.


Mrs. Spooner continued to search desperately for a way to rid herself of her shriveled spouse. Then her deliverance appeared on February 8, 1778, in the form of two ragged men, British soldiers who had been taken prisoner with Burgoyne at Saratoga and had escaped the prison camp at Rutland, Massachusetts, attempting to make for Canada.


Spotting the bedraggled pair shuffling down the snow-swept roadway before her house, Bathsheba ordered her servant, Alexander Cummings, to ask them into her house. James Buchanan, a thirty-year-old sergeant, and William Brooks, a twenty-seven-year-old private, accepted with alacrity. Once they were inside, Bathsheba prepared a large meal for the soldiers, joined them in the sitting room, and confided that she was a loyal supporter of the British Army, that her father and one of her brothers had served in it.


“My husband is away on business,” the attractive Mrs. Spooner told the escaped prisoners. “You are welcome to stay until he returns.” The men were put up in spare rooms, grateful to be out of the snow and cold.


After two days, Bathsheba grew bold enough to tell Buchanan that her husband might not return at all; that her young lover, Ross, would, hopefully, poison Mr. Spooner. Then again, the beauty sighed, Ezra might weaken. According to Buchanan’s later confession, “She said at the same time we should stay till we saw whether Mr. Spooner returned or not.”


Bathsheba’s intimate hints to Buchanan were clear. If Ross could not murder her husband, the troopers of the cause she endorsed should do it for her. Buchanan and Brooks, she knew by then, were not upstanding men, both having admitted to her that they had been professional thieves. She would be willing to pay handsomely for the deed, at least a thousand dollars.


When Spooner returned alive and well from his business trip, a sheepish Ezra Ross in tow, Bathsheba clucked knowingly and nodded to her British friends. Joshua Spooner, in contrast to his reaction to the likeable Ezra, became suspicious of the two new guests, asking who they were.


“Mr. Buchanan here,” explained the quick-witted Bathsheba, “is the cousin of Alexander Cummings.” Spooner eyed the two men and then went to a nearby inn to chat with neighbors. Upon his return, he found Buchanan and Brooks sitting by the fire, drinking ale with Mrs. Spooner. He ordered them out of his house. The troopers pointed to the window, beyond which a snowstorm raged. They begged to remain overnight. Spooner reluctantly agreed and moved into a sitting room, where he fretted alone. Bathsheba went to bed, Ross leaving his own room to join her—no doubt to be scolded for botching his murder assignment.


As the troopers paced before the fire, contemplating the destruction of old man Spooner, a neighbor, Reuben Olds, appeared. Joshua was more than glad to see him, taking his friend into the sitting room and telling him of his fears. Olds suddenly walked into the kitchen where Buchanan and Brooks idled.


“The old man fears you think to rob him,” he said to the troopers. “You must leave.”


Replied Buchanan: “What is the old fellow about? He will not come to say much to me.” Then anger spilled from the trooper’s mouth. “It won’t be healthy for him, for I would put him in the well for two coppers!”


Olds left them with a warning to conduct themselves properly, distinctly recalling Buchanan’s remark some weeks later in court. The idea of tossing someone down a well was not original with Buchanan. Mrs. Spooner, it was later revealed, had thought much in recent weeks of the well just outside the large house. Bathsheba had read of a sensational murder in England, that of Daniel Chater in February, 1748. Chater had been seized by seven brigands in Lady Holt Park, England, and thrown down a well; his killers were all apprehended and hanged in Chichester the following January. The chilling case undoubtedly inspired Bathsheba.


The following morning, Brooks and Buchanan left the house, Spooner shaking his walking cane at them and telling them never to return. Alexander Cummings accompanied the two men. He took the troopers to Cooley’s tavern and bought them drinks, the money provided by Bathsheba. When Joshua Spooner retired that night, the men crept back to the estate, staying in the barn.


For more than two weeks the hiding game went on, the troopers staying in the barn, their food and drink sent to them from the mansion by Bathsheba. Often she delivered the meal trays herself. At such times she promised the men a great deal of money if they would kill Joshua. One night, Brooks got drunk and agreed to shoot the old man. He changed his mind at the last moment. Bathsheba went to work on his military superior, Buchanan, knowing he was the real authority of the pair. That she slept with Buchanan there is little doubt. He finally consented to the murder, but insisted that Ross and Brooks help him kill the old man.


On the night of March 1, 1778, the three conspirators, all amply endowed with ale supplied by Bathsheba, watched for Spooner to return from Cooley’s Tavern. In Buchanan’s words: “Mr. Spooner was at length seen coming, and then was the time for the Devil to show his power over them who had forsaken God. William Brooks went out and stood within the small gate leading to the kitchen, and as Mr. Spooner came past hime, he knocked him down with his hand. He strove to speak when down. Brooks took him by the throat and partly strangled him. Ross and Buchanan came out; Ross took Mr. Spooner’s watch and gave it to Buchanan. Brooks and Ross took him up and put him into the well head first. Before they carried him away, I, Buchanan, pulled off his shoes: I was instantly struck with horror of conscience, as well I might. . . . Had we all been immediately struck dead, after the perpetration of so horrid a murder, and sent to hell, God would have been justified and we justly condemned.”


When the three killers entered the Spooner home, Bathsheba stared wild-eyed at them for some time. She then flitted about the house in great confusion, looking for her husband’s money box to pay the promised price, her speech next to babbling. She finally found the money box in Spooner’s bedroom and raced downstairs, giving Brooks $243, stating that she would give the killers more in a few days. The trio set off for Worcester wearing Spooner’s clothing. Bathsheba went to her room and collapsed.


Early the next morning Bathsheba Spooner awoke a free woman. To cover the deeds of her accomplices, she dressed hurriedly and ran downstairs, pretending to search frantically for the missing Spooner. She raced outside through snow drifts, Alexander Cummings at her side. Standing next to the well, Bathsheba cryptically remarked to Cummings: “I hope he is in heaven.” Then she said to the servant, “Get a horse, ride to the tavern, and inquire as to the whereabouts of my husband!”


Cummings rode to the tavern, announcing that Joshua Spooner had utterly vanished. Ephraim Cooley, the proprietor and a close friend of Spooner’s, rode to the house and began looking over the grounds. In a mound of snow he found a hat and took it inside.


“This is Mr. Spooner’s hat,” he told Bathsheba, holding it out to her. He added suspiciously: “What do you think now?”


Mrs. Spooner lowered her head. “It is his hat,” she replied quietly.


The bloodhound in Cooley prompted him to continue his search. He reached the well and noticed blood spots on the curb. Peering down, he could see the mangled body of his friend at the bottom. Ephraim Cooley mounted his horse and rode madly to town to inform authorities.


Buchanan, Brooks and Ross were quickly rounded up at Brown’s Tavern in Worcester, their presence raising eyebrows hours before the discovery of Spooner’s body. They were not only wearing the dead man’s clothes but had brazenly worn his silver shoe buckles, which bore his initials, and had passed around Spooner’s magnificent watch for all to see. They readily confessed to the killing.


At about the same time, constables and a physician arrived at the Spooner home to inspect the body. Bathsheba refused to look at it. The physician, Dr. Jonathan King, one story relates, insisted that Mrs. Spooner touch the body, to try out the old idea that should the flesh of the deceased turn red beneath the touch of the suspect, guilt of murder would be proven. Nothing of the sort occurred. Bathsheba bravely stood up, walked to the corpse stretched out upon the table and placed her lovely long hand upon the dead man’s forehead. Calmly, she sighed: “Poor little man.”


Some time later Mrs. Spooner was taken to Worcester, where she confronted her fellow killers. She broke into great sobs and then admitted that she had put the trio up to the killing. It was a different story at the trial, which began on April 1, 1778. All four prisoners loudly entered pleas of “Not Guilty.” The prosecuting attorney, the illustrious Robert Treat Paine, who had signed the Declaration of Independence, charged all four prisoners with first-degree murder, stating that Bathsheba was “an accessory before the fact and that she invited, moved, abetted, counselled and procured” the murder to be committed.


Thus began the first capital case of American jurisprudence in Massachusetts—a nonstop trial that took sixteen traumatic hours. Levi Lincoln, one of the most eloquent lawyers of the day, represented the accused. Lincoln, who had graduated Harvard in 1772, was to prove himself distinguished in the early history of American law. He would rise to become the Attorney General of the United States under Jefferson and later the lieutenant governor of Massachusetts. (He would also, in 1811, be appointed an associate justice of the Supreme Court but decline to serve.)


Lincoln knew there was no hope for the British soldiers. He abandoned their cause. He did attempt to save Ross, claiming he had been a hero of the Revolution, a mere boy confused by events and made senseless by drink. He had merely been present at the time of the murder and that did not, the defense counsel thundered, prove guilt. Lincoln went further in the case of Bathsheba Spooner, claiming for the first time in an American murder trial that she had been insane at the time of the slaying. Cautioning the jurors to banish political feelings against the Tory-bent Bathsheba, Lincoln theatrically reenacted the crime, depicting all of Mrs. Spooner’s erratic behavior, stating that for all her high-ranking birth, her lofty education and social accomplishments, she had acted like a person who “was not in a sound mind.”


He went on to point out how “after the murder, she gives the murderers his [Spooner’s] watch, buckles, waistcoat, breeches and shirts, and even puts them on, to be worn in the eye of the world, where they were well known to be Spooner’s clothes, and from their goodness and fashion might be known not to belong to the persons wearing them, being low and vulgar. Was this the conduct of a person in the exercise of reason? Would it have been less rational to have written on their foreheads, in capitals, ‘THE MURDERERS OF MR. SPOONER!’ ”


Lincoln’s masterful arguments were wasted on the jury, who quickly returned a verdict of “Guilty” against all four defendants. Massachusetts Chief Justice William Cushing, who had heard the case along with four associate justices, pronounced the death sentence. The four were to be hanged on June 4, 1778.


In their jail cells, the three men broke down, becoming “mighty in the scriptures.” Buchanan penned his long confession and he and Ross signed it. Brooks, who could not write, affixed his mark to the document.


There was still a fight for life. Jabez and Joanna Ross of Ipswich petitioned the court, begging for the life of their young son, Ezra. Their plea pointed out that the boy had been mesmerized by the beautiful vixen Bathsheba. “At the evacuation of Ticonderoga,” the Jabez document read in part, “in his march to reinforce the northern army, gratitude for past favors led him [Ross] to call on his old benefactress, who then added to the number of her kindnesses, and engaged a visit on his return. With a mind thus prepared and thus irresistibly prepossessed, by her addresses, kindnesses on his tender years, he for the first time heard the horrid proposals; tempted by promises flattering to his situation, and seduced both from virtue and prudence, a child as he was, by a lewd, artful woman, but he too readily acceded to her measures, black as they were.”


It mattered not; Ross and the others were to die. The date of the execution, however, was altered by a drastic new turn of events. From her death cell, Bathsheba, who had shown little emotion during and after the trial, sent word to the court that she was pregnant and asked to be examined by midwives.


Bathsheba and her convicted accomplices received a reprieve while state authorities ordered two male midwives and “twelve discreet lawful matrons” to examine Mrs. Spooner. Midwives Elijah Dix and Joshua Wilder, along with twelve matrons, headed by Elizabeth Rice, inspected the condemned woman and reported that she “is not quick with child.” Bathsheba protested, begging for another examination. Four more midwives were dispatched to Mrs. Spooner’s cell, where she was meticulously inspected. These midwives informed authorities in Boston in a letter dated June 27, 1778, that “she is now quick with child.” On the same day, Elizabeth Rice, a powerful influence in Worcester and one of the midwives who had first examined Bathsheba, sent the authorities another letter in which she emphasized that her finding, not that of the second group of midwives, was correct. Elizabeth Rice had enlisted the aid of another midwife, Molly Tatman, to support her statements. That matron Rice was a political sachem in Worcester at the time was evidenced by the reaction of Boston authorities. They took the word of the Rice woman, a staunch Revolutionary who hated all pro-British Americans, and set a new date for Bathsheba’s execution. She and the others would hang on Thursday, July 2, 1778.


Bathsheba took the news in solemn silence. She insisted that her claim of being pregnant was naked truth and asked that she be examined after death. In her cell on the morning of the execution date, Mrs. Spooner appeared calm but weak. A few moments before leaving her cell she was baptized by Rev. Thaddeus Maccarty, who also delivered a loud sermon to the condemned prisoners, which ended with: “Thine eyes shall not pity him, but thou shalt put away the guilt of innocent blood from Israel, that it may go well with thee.” His paraphrase from Deuteronomy was apt.


Immense crowds filled the narrow streets of Worcester on execution day—more than five thousand, some estimated. The town selectmen had urged in the Worcester Spy on June 24, 1778: “. . . taking into consideration the large concourse of people who will probably attend the execution of the unhappy persons under sentence of death here . . . caution and request all . . . persons having lately had the smallpox, not to appear in the assembly of spectators, unless sufficiently cleansed. Other-wise their attendance may prove fatal to many, and render the execution, which is intended for the warning and benefit of all, a public detriment.”


About 2:30 P.M., Bathsheba and the others were brought out of the Worcester jail. The three men walked ahead on foot. Mrs. Spooner, “through great bodily infirmity,” was carried on a chaise. As they neared the execution spot, the skies split wide and the darkened heavens burst forth with one of the most terrifying thunderstorms in the state’s history.


A local scribe witnessing the event wrote a few days later: “There followed an awful half hour. The loud shouts of the officers, amidst a crowd of five thousand people, to ‘make way! make way!’ the horses pressing upon those in front; the shrieks of women in the tumult and confusion; the malefactors slowly advancing to the fatal tree, preceded by their dismal coffins; the fierce coruscations of lightning athwart the darkened horizon, quickly followed by loud peals of thunder, conspired together and produced a dreadful scene of horror. It seemed as if the Author of nature had added such terrors to the punishment of the criminals as might soften the stoutest hearts of the most obdurate and abandoned.”


Ross, Buchanan and Brooks ascended the ladder to the makeshift stage (located at what is now Washington Square). While Ross said a prayer aloud and the others mumbled their offerings to God, Mrs. Spooner remained on the chaise, staring out at the crowd, nodding silently to spectators she recognized. The hangman looked down at her and slowly beckoned with a long arm. Bathsheba gave a thin smile and then crawled up the ladder on her hands and knees, her beautiful face now sunken and pale. Hoods were placed over the heads of the soldiers.


The hangman approached Bathsheba. She grabbed the sheriff s hand and spoke in a loud, clear voice: “My dear sir! I am ready! In a little time I expect to be in bliss; and but a few years must elapse when I hope I shall see you and my other friends again.”


Without another word, the four were hanged, the execution being the last of such public spectacles in Massachusetts. Inside of five minutes the murderers were pronounced dead. The three men were nailed into their coffins and removed for burial. In accordance with her last request, Bathsheba Spooner was for the last time examined by surgeons. A fetus of five months was taken from her body.





1797   HEIDELBURG, PENNSYLVANIA
The Determined Inheritor


John Hauer was a frustrated man. He had planned his life carefully, his future fortunes plotted the way an expert fisherman baits a hook. Yet his prize catch slipped away from him time and again. Hauer had, after a long and expensive courtship, wooed and won the hand of Elizabeth Shitz, whose father, Peter, was the wealthiest man in Dauphin County, Pennsylvania, his estates centered about the peaceful town of Heidelburg.


When Peter Shitz died in 1795, Hauer expected to inherit through his wife much of the vast Shitz fortune. But in keeping with the male-oriented customs of the day, the family patriarch bequeathed the bulk of his estates to his two sons, Francis and Peter, leaving Elizabeth only a thousand dollars. Most of this money was a paper inheritance since Elizabeth had drawn upon her share before her marriage to Hauer.


Almost from the moment of the old man’s death, Hauer embarked upon a fanatical crusade to capture the Shitz fortune. At first he tried the courts, entering a claim against his father-in-law’s estates. His petition was denied. Next, Hauer attempted clumsy persuasion, going to both Francis and Peter Shitz and telling them they must divide their inheritance with their sister on an equal basis.


“And why would we do that?” inquired Francis, the older son.


“Your father has willed it,” answered Hauer, his eyes rolling heavenward. “Not in the courts of the land but from beyond the grave.”


“Is that so?” smirked Francis. “How does such knowledge come to you, Hauer?”


“Your father appeared in a vision to me last night and ordered justice done in the matter.”


The Shitz brothers laughed in Hauer’s face.


To emphasize his contact with the spirit world, Hauer then warned the youths that their father would haunt the family mansion until they agreed to set matters right with the estate. John Hauer then proceeded to provide these ghostly apparitions himself, or rather the sounds of old man Shitz’s troubled spirit. In the dead of night Hauer crept into the large Shitz house and made his way to the attic where he clomped about in heavy boots, rattling chains and moaning loud in his best impersonation of his dead father-in-law’s bellowing voice. Before he could make his escape, the Shitz boys found him. Hauer’s explanation for his presence in the attic was that the ghost of old man Shitz had summoned him there. He was thrown out of the house.


Hauer decided that the brothers must destroy themselves. He went to work on Peter, then only seventeen years old. The gullible Shitz boy visited Hauer at his farm, where his brother-in-law inveigled him into a drinking bout. Drunk, Peter allowed Hauer and his halfwit brother, Solomon, to tie him up. In his incoherent state the youth allowed a rope to be put about his neck. At Hauer’s order, and with the promise of five gold pieces should he take the dare, the boy jumped from a loft, the rope about his neck tied firmly to a high beam above. (Peter Shitz’s later testimony concerning this ridiculous incident was fuzzy, but it seems that Hauer’s challenge was that Shitz could not survive a hanging.) Fortunately for the youth, the rope about his neck broke, though it tore the skin away and left a permanent scar.


For two years, John Hauer stayed awake nights, devising schemes to obtain the fortune he felt he had been unjustly denied. With sighing resignation he accepted the only course left open: he would simply murder the two Shitz boys and be done with the play-acting.


Drawing funds from his meager accounts, Hauer strolled into Heidelburg and entered Geiger’s Inn, looking for some recently arrived Irish immigrants. Here he met Charles M’Manus, Patrick Donagan, Peter M’Donoghy and Francis Cox. He bought the men several rounds of drinks. Then, in whispered tones, he explained his problem. Should they help him kill the entire Shitz family, he would reward them handsomely from his subsequent inheritance. The bone-poor Irishmen shrugged and accepted the chore.


On the night of December 28, 1797, a maid in the Shitz home heard noises coming from a bedroom. Investigating, she saw men holding pistols, their faces covered by handkerchiefs, crawling through a window. Before the maid could warn Francis Shitz, who was sleeping on a nearby bed, one of the intruders rushed forward and fired a shot. As the woman and other servants fled screaming into the night, the man who had fired the weapon raced into the kitchen, picked up an axe, and returned to the fallen Shitz, striking him four times on the head. The intruders then forced their way into Peter Shitz’s room, where the boy was attacked. Peter fought for his life with such desperation that, even though he received several blows from the axe, he managed to knock down two of the men and escape into the fields.


The next morning John and Elizabeth Hauer were summoned to the Shitz house. Elizabeth fell upon her slain brother’s body, weeping. A constable pointed out the gashes in the head from blows made by the axe, but none were death wounds. Hauer, sitting passively in a chair nearby, grunted: “Perhaps he has been shot in the mouth.” Francis, it was found some minutes later, had been shot in the ear; the bullet had lodged in his brain.


No one stood to benefit from the killing, authorities quickly concluded, more than John Hauer. The Irishmen who had hired themselves out for the murder were quickly rounded up after the pistol used to kill Shitz was identified as belonging to M’Manus. All were indicted but only Hauer and M’Manus were found guilty. Throughout the trial, Hauer sat mute and staring at his accusers. He had no comment after he and M’Manus were sentenced to death.


Yet, once in his cell awaiting execution, Hauer appeared to go berserk. He refused to eat. He stripped himself naked and remained so. He would not bathe, “remaining in the most indelicate and filthy situation,” according to one report. Then he began to bite anyone who came near him; he injured one jailor so badly that the man was hospitalized. Such conduct was obviously designed to convince authorities that John Hauer had gone insane.


All pretense, however, was abandoned when he and M’Manus stood upon the gallows on July 14, 1798. Hauer was calm and a knowing smile played about his lips as the noose went around his neck. Unlike the one in the game he had played with Peter Shitz, this rope did not break. In minutes, the man who had tried to scare his relatives to death for the sake of fortune was dead. Two days later the bank where Hauer kept his deposits declared the deceased insolvent.





1801   DEDHAM, MASSACHUSETTS
A Rejected Suitor’s Revenge


For Jason Fairbanks, luck wore only a sneer. From his birth in Dedham, Massachusetts, in 1780, Fairbanks suffered a weak constitution. He was always short of breath, tired easily, and was afflicted with an obscure bone disease. A quack administered an inoculation to Jason in his tenth year, intended to cure the child. The shot caused the boy to lose the use of his right arm, which became stiff and failed to grow from the elbow to the hand. Because of his being an invalid, Fairbanks’ education was limited.


Relationships with attractive Dedham females seemed out of the question. Especially vexing for Fairbanks was his tenuous affair with one of the town’s most alluring young women, Elizabeth Fales.


Fairbanks and the Fales girl had known each other since early adolescence. Elizabeth was friendly with the crippled youth but never his lover. She was enamoured with an older man from New York named Sprague. When Sprague returned to New York City, Elizabeth, feeling sorry for the mooning Fairbanks, dated him on occasion. Fairbanks fell in love, but, as some witnesses later claimed, the Fales refused to have the deformed youth in their home, actually closing the door in his face one evening when he came to visit their daughter.


One Abner Whiting, Dedham’s town gossip (who many claimed was of unsound mind), later recalled standing with Fairbanks in a shop in 1799. Mrs. Fales, who allegedly had scorned the lovestruck Jason, walked by, and Fairbanks cursed in a low voice, saying: “I will have my revenge upon her!” Whiting also stated that Fairbanks on different occasions had uttered both love and hate for the fair Elizabeth. When he was twenty-one and Elizabeth nineteen, Fairbanks told Whiting: “Betsy is a nice girl, but damn it, for all that, I don’t know what to do. I don’t know but I must be the death of her.”


In the early spring of 1801, Whiting later claimed, he was standing in the doorway of a shop when he saw the Fales girl and Fairbanks approach each other in the street. Said Jason to Elizabeth, clutching her with his good arm: “Damn you, I must have you in the bushes !” Some days later, Whiting said, he overheard Fairbanks shout at the now frightened girl: “Damn you, I will be the death of you!”


There was no doubt that Fairbanks intended to marry Elizabeth Fales despite the fact that she had refused his proposals many times. He had obtained an official certificate intended for the publication of marriage banns. Jokingly, Fairbanks induced a friend, Susannah Davis, to fill it in, and sign it as would the town clerk, inserting his own name and that of Elizabeth Fales.


Some days later, on the morning of May 18, 1801, Fairbanks met his friend Ephraim Handy. In the course of their brief conversation, Jason casually asked if he could borrow Handy’s ten-cent penknife. That afternoon, a prearranged meeting between Elizabeth and Jason took place in Mason’s pasture, which was adjacent to the Fales’ property. The pasture was enclosed by shrubs almost six feet high. No one saw the couple walking in the bright day, but one passerby on the road nearby later testified that she heard Elizabeth Fales suddenly shriek, “Oh, dear! Oh, dear!”


A few minutes before three o’clock, Jason Fairbanks emerged from the pasture. He walked unsteadily, eyes open and glazed, toward Mrs. Sarah Fales, Elizabeth’s mother, who stood in the doorway of her house, transfixed by his strange appearance. Fairbanks moved past Mrs. Fales and, as he did so, he almost absentmindedly dropped the ten-cent knife into her hand. It was coated with blood.


“Jason,” cried the frightened mother. “What horrid thing have you done ?”


The youth moved off a bit in silence until Samuel Fales, Elizabeth’s uncle, grabbed him and held him on the spot. The uncle thought Fairbanks had gone insane. Froth bubbled from a deep wound in his throat, which had been slit wide. There were apparent wounds in the youth’s abdomen; his shirt was dripping blood. While one of the Fales sons held on to the incoherent Fairbanks, Samuel Fales raced into the pasture, joined shortly by Elizabeth’s father, Nehemiah Fales.


A moan from a pile of rocks caught their attention; the men ran to the spot to find Elizabeth. She was dying, slashed to pieces. Her shoes were off and her loose calico gown and green shirt were covered with blood.


All Nehemiah Fales could do was pick up a greatcoat lying nearby (it belonged to Fairbanks) and, bundling it up, place it under the head of his dying daughter. Her uncle brought her water but she could not drink, as her throat was slashed deeply. Mrs. Fales arrived in time to see her daughter die in the open field a half hour later while the sun poured down upon the grisly scene.


Dr. Nathaniel Ames arrived to itemize Elizabeth’s many wounds. She had received a two-inch-deep slash in the throat; a four-inch-deep wound in the back; four wounds in the left side, all three inches deep; six wounds in the left arm and two in the right. Elizabeth’s left thumb was almost completely severed. Dr. Ames was later to testify strangely that Elizabeth might have inflicted these wounds herself, but could not explain how the girl could have driven a knife into her own back.


Found strewn about the body were several bits of paper. These were meticulously pieced together and proved to be the fake banns certificate Jason had asked Miss Davis to write. Also found were Fairbanks’ purse and other belongings known to be his.


It was apparent that Fairbanks had attempted suicide after murdering his reluctant sweetheart. His efforts had been awkward. Though he claimed to be dying while doctors patched up his wounds, Fairbanks was a healthy specimen when he was brought to trial on August 6, 1801, before the Supreme Judicial Court of Massachusetts, then sitting in Dedham.


The prisoner stood mute. After a ten-hour trial, Fairbanks was found guilty on largely circumstantial evidence. When he was sentenced to death, many in Dedham felt he had been wronged, that he was innocent. Five of these staunch supporters resolved to set him free. Fairbanks, on the night of August 17, broke through his cell bars with tools smuggled to him and climbed down the jail wall; then quickly mounted a horse awaiting him, no mean feat for a person as sickly as he claimed to be.


Riding off into the night with a friend named Dukeham, Fairbanks headed for Canada. Sheriff Cutler of Dedham offered five hundred dollars for his capture. Subscriptions instigated by the fury of press reports detailing the escape brought the reward up to a thousand dollars. Printed on the morning of Fairbanks’ escape, the Dedham paper was full of wrath, its editor exclaiming: “The stain of blood is upon the land. Jason Fairbanks, the murderer, has escaped; we cannot tell where to look for him; we must look everywhere. Therefore, we agree to submit to three things: —That our houses and premises shall be searched: —That we will give an account of ourselves and our intimates during the night of the past and this day: —That we will exert ourselves in every way to apprehend the culprit and his accomplices. No honest man’s eyes must sleep in Dedham this night.”


One man’s eyes were wide, those of M. P. Holt, as he rode pell-mell along the trail Fairbanks had left, spurring his horse through Worcester, Hadley, Cheshire, and into Vermont, through the sleepy villages of Bennington, Arlington, Greenville and finally Whitehall, on the southern tip of Lake Champlain. It was August 23 when the weary Holt reined in his near-dead horse at an inn next to the lake. He spotted two strangers having breakfast and quickly realized that they were Fairbanks and Dukeham.


Holt chatted pleasantly with the pair, who told him they were about to sail a small boat they had rented for fifteen dollars to St. Jean, Canada. The pursuer, knowing he could not apprehend both men, stalled for time; there were more men behind on the trail, Holt knew, and he must await their arrival.


“What good fortune,” Holt told Fairbanks and Dukeham. “I, too, am journeying to St. Jean.”


Dukeham, a friendly sort, told Holt that he was welcome to sail with them.


“My luggage is arriving in one hour,” Holt said. “It is coming by wagon. Will you wait?”


Fairbanks seemed edgy but Dukeham agreed, no doubt eager to dismiss any suspicion that might arise if they protested the delay. Inside the hour, Holt, realizing that other pursuers might not arrive in time, approached a cluster of men in the inn, explained his desperate gamble, and asked them to help hold the pair until his friends arrived. They agreed, but were so fearful of Fairbanks, the much-publicized murderer, that they told Holt he must capture the killer himself.


As the men jumped Dukeham and held him to the ground, Holt slipped behind Fairbanks and held him in a fierce armlock. Though Holt called out to the other men to assist him, none came to his aid. Here the once puny, crippled Fairbanks had been transformed in the frightened minds of others into an all-powerful creature of superhuman strength. Holt held on to the squirming Fairbanks for more than ten minutes until, to his relief, his fellow pursuers, Captain H. Tisdale and M. S. Wheelock, rode up on lathered horses.


Fairbanks was returned to Dedham and, on September 10, before a large crowd, he mounted the scaffold. The youth seemed resigned to his fate. Although he never made a formal confession, he had earlier admitted that he had brought about Elizabeth Fales’ death and praised the jury and court that had sentenced him to the gallows.


As the rope was placed about his neck, Fairbanks asked that the final act be his own. He then produced a white handkerchief and held it aloft in the gentle breeze for some seconds. Then he released it. Before it fluttered to earth, Jason Fairbanks had been sent through the trap.





1817–22   NEW ENGLAND
The Famiy-Made Monster


“He was not the type of person a traveller would want to meet in a lonely spot,” wrote one early-day crime historian of Samuel Green, the terror of New England, and one of America’s first archmurderers. Heavyset, muscular, the five-foot-eight-inch Green showed the world a savage-looking face and burning dark eyes, but the strange fires raging inside him were more fierce and threatening than his physical appearance.


Green was a product of the whip, that cherished item of a young United States. To say that this inhuman killer was created by the stern-minded adults who ruled his childhood is an understatement in the annals of murder.


Born in the hamlet of Meredith, New Hampshire, Green’s poor, hard-working parents thought the child possessed at an early age when he played the truant from school. As was the case with most simple folk of that era, they resorted to thrashing their child with switches. As a teenage apprentice to a blacksmith, Green was caught stealing. He was horsewhipped. He was sent home, where he was whipped again. He angrily sought revenge by destroying a bed of onions. He was whipped for this offense but refused to admit to the deed. Instead he grabbed the family dog and threw it in the well. The drowned dog caused the water to turn bad and the well had to be cleaned at great expense to the Greens. For this transgression Green was, naturally, whipped.


In childish rage, Green stabbed the family pig. He was beaten severely. His parents finally threw up their hands to Heaven and sent their son off to Newhampton to live with a man named Dunne. For a short time Samuel settled down and attended school without incident. He then grew bored with classes and began to play hookey. Apprehended, he was beaten. The boy stole a jew’s harp from a local store and was flogged. Green fled back to his parents, who, upon hearing of his theft, beat him into unconsciousness, sending him back to Dunne, who, in turn, flayed Green’s back until a layer of flesh was peeled back.


For this last beating, Samuel decided to kill Dunne. The boy cleverly arranged a large axe to fall upon his master when he entered his workshop. In case this failed, Green fixed a pitchfork, points aimed downward, at the top of the barn door. Dunne proved lucky. When he entered his workshop, the axe fell but only sliced away a part of his coatsleeve. As he raced into the barn in search of Green, the pitchfork shot downward, giving Dunne only a minor wound in the foot. For these clumsy attempts at homicide, Green was tied to the barn door and whipped until his back was a welted, bloody mass of flesh.


Again Green retaliated, destroying a hogshead of cider and stealing some bushels of Dunne’s corn. He was whipped when caught. Green tried to burn down Dunne’s barn. His master quickly put out the blaze. Green was beaten senseless with whips and fists.


This seesaw battle between guardian and boy continued for months until Dunne gave up the fight. By then the youth was old enough and strong enough so that no man could hold him. He then embarked on a career of passing counterfeit notes, along with another embittered youth named Ash, both of them supplied by a crafty old Fagin whose name they never uttered. They operated about Newhampton at the time. When both young men came under suspicion as having too much money for their station and age in life, they moved to other towns. As they passed a schoolhouse where children were playing, Green decided to wreak more vengeance upon those who represented his misspent youth. He threw a large timber beneath a speeding sleigh loaded with children, almost killing them.


The schoolmaster, a large man, collared both Green and Ash and beat them severely. That night the bruised youths waited for the man, waylaid him in a remote spot, and knocked him unconscious with rocks. They stripped him naked, tied him up, and left him to freeze to death. (The schoolmaster was found hours later and narrowly recovered.)


Green and Ash then moved through the town of Guilford, and then over to Burlington, Vermont, where Green enlisted with the army, being paid a bounty for his services. He immediately deserted but was caught and thrown into a guardhouse where, of course, he was flogged. He broke loose and fled back to his family in New Hampshire. Green was rich by then, having passed hundreds of dollars worth of counterfeit notes. With more than a thousand dollars to his name, the young man purchased a cow for his mother, the only sign of love he ever manifested in his life. The remainder of his loot he lavished upon himself in the purchase of fine clothes, jewelry, a fine horse and sumptuous meals.


When the money ran out, Green and Ash went back to passing counterfeit bills. Their elderly mentor and supplier taught the dedicated felon Green some backup trades in the lucrative fields of crime, showing him how to become an expert card cheat and how to pick locks and duplicate keys to enhance his methods of burglary.


Green went to Boston, where he hired out as a servant to wealthy men. Once inside their houses he played the dutiful servant, but late at night he robbed them of their valuables and fled.


Next, Green again teamed up with Ash and, outside of Bath, New Hampshire, they encountered a jewelry salesman in a tavern. The peddler imprudently allowed the two cutthroats to inspect his fine gems. Later that day, Green and Ash waited in ambush for the peddler. When he leisurely rode past them, they sprang forth from bushes, knocked him off his mule with cudgels and took his money. Ash thought they should kill the man. Green hesitated. “A dead cock never crows,” advised the wily Ash. Green winked at the reason and then brought his club down upon the unconscious man, bashing in his head and killing him on the spot.


Green’s wild exploits became less secretive as he ranged through New England, robbing and murdering at will. He was jailed several times on suspicion but evidence was lacking to indict him. On several occasions, Green did not wait for judgment. His friend Ash always managed to help him escape his cell. Once, when looting a jewelry store in Montreal, Green fought his way through an entire posse, shooting several men. He was apprehended and thrown into jail. He was soon tried, convicted and sentenced to be hanged. Green, as his jailors half-expected, broke jail with his friend Ash’s help and returned to the lonely mountains of New Hampshire. After hiding out for some months, Green again went on a crime spree, burglarizing stores in Albany, New York, and in New York City. He then went up to Middlebury, Vermont, where he robbed and shot to death a wealthy French traveler. Nothing was beyond the ambitions of Samuel Green. He left a trail of rape, horse-stealing, burglary, counterfeiting and murder from Montpelier, Vermont, to Schenectady, New York; from Saco, Maine, to Barre, Vermont. He became America’s first Public Enemy Number One. In scenes reminiscent of the terrified villages with flickering torches and howling dogs searching for the Frankenstein monster, Green had aroused all of New England. Half the country was looking for him; the bounties to be paid for his capture were enormous.


The great fugitive’s end began when he was arrested in Danvers, Massachusetts, for stealing thirty dollars’ worth of goods from a store while blind drunk. He was convicted of this burglary. Green was sent to the State Prison at Boston to serve a four-year term. He attempted to escape many times, for which he was fitted for special shackles with weighted clogs to slow his movements; several more years were also added to his term.


[image: An old print of New England brigand and killer Samuel Green, circa 1821.]


Green learned that a Negro prisoner named Billy Williams had informed on him moments before his last escape attempt. Once released from solitary confinement, Green vowed revenge. He put poison into Williams’ food but the wary convict did not eat it. Green finally cornered Williams alone in a shop on the morning of November 8, 1821. Wielding an iron bar, he pounced upon the informer. He brought the weapon down on Williams’ head, giving him a fractured skull. While the man lay unconscious at his feet, Green kept hammering at him with the bar, breaking all of Williams’ ribs and his arms and legs. Williams died a week later of these injuries.


It was the finish for Samuel Green, juvenile delinquent, whose final punishment, following a long trial, occurred on April 25, 1822. A rope was put about his neck instead of being applied to his back. Before Green was dropped to death, he told Father Taylor, who prayed at his side, that he had no words for those gathered to see him hang. “They shall not know my fate,” he said cryptically. “I have written out my confession in full.”


“Are you penitent, my son?” asked the priest.


“If you wish it,” droned Samuel Green.





1826   EN ROUTE TO NOVA SCOTIA
Piracy over on Insult


Captain Edward Selfridge, skipper of the American schooner Fairy, was shy two crew members. By the middle of August 1826, with his ship still docked in Boston Harbor, Selfridge was beginning to get a little desperate about signing on the needed able-bodied seamen. He didn’t like the looks of Charles Marchant and Sylvester Colson as they stepped forward to volunteer for duty, but he was late sailing and his cargo, bound for Gottenburg, Germany, was highly perishable. He signed on Marchant and Colson, who joined the mate, Thomas Paine Jenkins, and crew members John Murray and John Hughes.


The Fairy sailed from Boston on August 20, 1826, its holds filled to the brim with sugar, rice, coffee, fustic and tobacco. The twenty-three-year-old Selfridge, as he was to learn with the spilling of his own blood, had every reason to mistrust his two new crew members. Marchant’s real name was John Duncan White. He had been, among many things, a British seaman, a thief, and a pirate who had sailed with Lafitte a decade earlier. “Colson” was an alias for Winslow Curtis, American-born, with a criminal record as long and deadly as his friend Marchant’s.


There was trouble from the start. Jenkins, on the day of sailing, spotted Marchant shirking near dockside. The mate pointed to a pile of wood that had to be taken aboard ship, shouting at Marchant: “Bear a hand!”


The burly, scar-faced Marchant glared at Jenkins, saying: “Do you think you’re speaking to a slave?”


“Get on with it,” ordered Jenkins, ending the squabble.


Colson was equally lax in his duties. When he fell asleep on watch a few nights out of port, Selfridge shocked him awake by tossing a bucket of cold water on him. Marchant and Colson, both good seamen, were kept at the helm during the captain’s and mate’s watches for extensive periods. They complained bitterly about such treatment.


After only a few days at sea, the grumbling Marchant and Colson met in the crew’s quarters. Colson urged the murder of Captain Selfridge and Mate Jenkins. He then suggested that the crew members, Murray and Hughes, should also be killed to prevent them from talking. Marchant, according to his later statements, at first refused to take part in such cold-blooded retaliation for the harsh treatment he had endured. Yet in the early evening of August 24, with the Fairy riding easy in calm seas, Marchant stole one of the two axes stored in the Captain’s cabin and secreted it near the helm. Crewman Hughes thought it odd some minutes later when he spotted Colson slipping a heaver, a large staff employed to fix the halyards, into a lifeboat.


At nine o’clock that night, Captain Selfridge left the helm and went below. Hughes and Colson remained on deck. At midnight Hughes awoke Marchant and the mate, and he and Colson were relieved.


Hughes slept soundly until he heard someone calling the next watch. He moved to an adjoining berth but Colson was not there. Rubbing the sleep from his eyes, Hughes clambered up to the deck. He saw Marchant idly sitting on the weather rail and Colson at the helm.


“Where’s Mate Jenkins?” Hughes said, a bit dumbfounded.


Marchant’s answer chilled him to the bone. “We killed the captain and the mate! We threw them overboard!”


Colson gave him a maniacal smile. “We have killed the damned rascals, that’s right. By this time they are in hell with the devil!”


Then Marchant added in his most sinister voice: “You may thank God that we did not kill you as we did them!”


“I may thank God,” replied the terrified and shivering Hughes, “but I don’t know but that you will kill me anyway later as you did them.”


Marchant gave him an assuring look. “No, no, we will not kill you, if you behave yourself.”


Hughes began to weep. Through his sobs he found the courage to inquire: “Who killed them?”


“I killed one,” Marchant said in a matter-of-fact voice. “He the other.”


“Why did you kill those men?”


“No cause at all,” answered Marchant. He hung his head a bit. “I’m sorry now that I did it.”


Colson flared up, almost spinning the helm in anger. “What! Sorry! For killing them two fellows? I would kill them two rascals as I would a dog.” He looked disapprovingly at Marchant. “If they had been good men, it would be worthwhile to be sorry.”


According to a report published the following year by Dutton and Wentworth, the mutineers then told Hughes they intended to sail the Fairy to Newfoundland. They would scuttle the ship there and sign aboard other vessels sailing for European ports. Both Murray, the cook, and Hughes were told that they would not be harmed when they reached land as long as they kept their mouths shut. They would all tell the same lie, Marchant and Colson said, that they were the only survivors of the ship Fame out of Philadelphia, which had sprung a leak and sank. (The Fame was a product of Marchant’s imagination.) Hughes and Murray fearfully agreed.


The Fairy never made it to Newfoundland. Sighting the shores of Nova Scotia, the mutineers decided to land there. They used an auger to bore holes into the ship below the waterline, then quickly plugged the holes. Next they filched all the valuables on board, filling three large chests with their loot—which made them official pirates. On August 29, when close to the flickering lights of Louisburg on the island of Cape Breton, both pirates raced about the ship pulling the plugs. They then swung the lifeboat over the side, lowered it, and rowed quickly away from the sinking Fairy. The four men and three chests touched land an hour later.


Once ashore, Murray managed to free himself from the pirates, using the excuse that he would arrange passage to Halifax on board the Sally, a schooner anchored in the harbor. Murray immediately told the skipper of the Sally, Captain Hook, that Colson and Marchant had murdered his captain and mate. The pirates and Hughes were then rounded up. From the outset of their capture, Marchant and Colson turned on each other. Marchant, apprehended first, was being tied up on a Louisburg dock when he blurted to Captain Hook that it was Colson who had murdered Selfridge and Jenkins, claiming that Colson had bashed in the mate’s brains in the hencoop while he, Marchant, was manning the helm, helpless. Then, he said, Colson, who had “haunted” Marchant for three days, went below to the captain’s cabin. Wielding the bloody axe, Colson ignored Selfridge’s screams and chopped him to pieces. Asked how he came to have blood on his pants, Marchant quickly explained that, since the deeds were done and he would, no doubt, be incriminated anyway, he had helped Colson drag the captain’s blood-soaked body on deck, where it was tossed overboard.


Canadian police captured Colson after he led them on a wild chase. He was brought to a magistrate’s room where Marchant was held. Both men glared at each other. Then Colson spat out at Marchant: “Charles, if you had only listened to my advice, we should not have come to this.” (His meaning was quite clear: they should have killed Murray and Hughes.)


Before the magistrate could further grill Colson, the tough seaman put across his own story of gore. “I know that I must die and will tell the truth,” Colson said quietly to the magistrate. “I was forward when I heard Marchant strike the blow that killed the mate, and I then heard the mate fall off the hencoop onto the deck. I went aft and found Marchant throwing Jenkins’ body overboard. When he was discovered, Marchant took up the weapon, and swore that if I did not instantly go below and kill the captain, I would share the fate of Jenkins. Fearing for my life, I went into the cabin with an axe. But as I approached the berth where the captain was sleeping, my heart failed me and I ran back to the steps of the companion ladder. Marchant came to me and again told me that if I did not kill the captain, I would be killed. I returned to the berth and struck the captain with the axe. The captain screamed and cried ‘Murder!’ At this Marchant sprang into the cabin, seized the captain and pulled him from his berth. I then killed him on the cabin floor. I helped Marchant to haul the body up the companion ladder and thrust it through a porthole into the sea.”


During his recitation, Colson never once took his eyes from Marchant, whose response was a stony silence. The two men were removed to Boston and, on November 29, 1826, were charged with murder and piracy. Marchant testified that Jenkins, on the night of the double murder, had found him asleep at the helm and had slapped him in the face twice. He struck back at the mate with such force that Jenkins was hurled into the sea and disappeared. When Colson heard this news he gleefully, according to Marchant, ran down to the cabin and killed Captain Selfridge with an axe as a retaliation for the captain’s throwing water on him days earlier. Marchant obviously attempted to convince the jury that he was guilty of manslaughter, not murder.


Colson tried to share the blame for both murders, but his pleas for mercy, along with Marchant’s, went unheard. Both men were found guilty and, on December 23, were sentenced to death.


“I am innocent,” yelled Marchant, “innocent, innocent!” He burst into tears.


Colson’s face seemed to cloud over, a crazy grin formed. “That’s the best news I’ve heard in six months,” he told the judge.


Marchant regained his composure. “I wish I could die tomorrow. I would do so and be happy, for Jenkins got what he deserved. I took two blows from a Yankee. There is too much English blood in me for me not to return one!”


Colson began to rave incoherently, his sentences running down in spittled madness to shrieking curses, foul words. “Damn you, damn all of you!”


Both men were physically removed from the court, which took some time for they struggled violently with the guards. Marchant and Colson were placed in separate cells to await the hangman, the date of their execution fixed for February 1, 1827. Marchant remained surly during his last hours; one prisoner overheard him whisper to Colson, who was in an adjoining cell, that “they will never take me to the gallows.” Early on the morning of January 31, 1827, Marchant tore a strip of cloth from his blanket, tied this to his bandanna in a perfect sailor’s knot and affixed it to a grating on his cell window. He tied the loose end around his neck and, using the cell’s tub as a platform, jumped, hanging himself.


Colson was executed on time. Before being swung off, he turned to a small crowd and said, “God forgive me, we did it.” He then expressed hope that there would be a safe place for him in the hereafter.


But there was no safe place for the bodies of Colson and Marchant. Both corpses were delivered for anatomical observation to the Harvard Medical School. The bodies were received by an odd-looking character, Dr. John White Webster, who would perform one of the most gruesome murders in American history two decades later (see Chronology, 1849). Webster, at the time, was conducting bizarre experiments with bodies, employing a galvanic battery to view the reactions of nerves and muscles to battery charges. Webster inserted dozens of pins with wires into Colson’s body. The wires led back to the enormous battery, which had a switch control. (Webster’s odd-looking device was somewhat similar to a crude electroencephalogram machine.)


This experiment, reported in detail by the Columbian Centinel on February 3, 1827, created an image not unlike that conjured by Mary Shelley or the brothers Warner when depicting a mad scientist manipulating his life-support machines in the making of human monsters. The account read in part:




The first experiment was made by introducing a negative wire into the mouth [of Colson], and a positive wire into the utera, and convulsive motions ensued. Applied to the eye the organ opened, and rolled wildly and the face distorted.


One wire placed over the carotid artery, the other in the mouth, and at every contact the mouth opened and shut. . . . One wire being placed to the top of the shoulder and the other to the wrist, the arms were convulsed and raised. . . . One wire placed near the carotid artery and the other to a wire pushed to the imbileas, the chest rose and fell, and the mechanical action of breathing was induced. . . . At the same time a flexible tube was passed into the windpipe and oxygen gas thrown into the lungs, the belly swelled out, and there was, as before, appearance of breathing.


The wire applied to each wrist, the arms extended and the hands became clenched forcibly, and on another trial the convict’s forefinger extended and pointed at the bystanders . . . . The hand being turned down and the wires applied to the arm and wrist, the hand was violently thrown out, and one wire applied to the upper part of the thigh, and one in the heel, the knee previously bent, the leg was much agitated at every contact, and more than once thrown forward with force and the toes moved briskly.





A short, squat man who peered myopically through thick-lensed glasses, Professor Webster squirreled about the corpse like a man possessed while performing his strange chores. After an hour he turned and bowed to his gaping-mouthed, popeyed audience. “The experiment, gentlemen,” he said with a slow smile, “is a great success.”


But Webster, fiendish murderer-to-be, did not explain what it all meant, ever.





1829   STERLING, CONNECTICUT
The Woman Who Could Predict Murder


During the presidency of Andrew Jackson, the sleepy hamlet of Sterling, Connecticut, was tom asunder by a spectacular female named Waity Burgess, a lady who had murder on her mind.


When Waity married Welcome Burgess, it was known that she had carried on with many lovers. And much to Welcome’s consternation, she continued to frolic with her former associates even after the wedding. After fathering five children, Welcome died and Waity and her brood moved to Chestnut Hill, Connecticut. At age thirty-eight, Waity was considered an attractive widow and a notorious Jezebel. Her sexual antics caused the local inhabitants to storm her house and bombard it with rocks. Waity quickly packed and descended upon hapless Sterling, where she picked out her next victim—Oliver Watkins, a farmer.


Watkins was married and had two children. He was a tall, strong man and was known for his quick anger and cruelty to animals. On one occasion, Watkins became so vexed at his oxen that he wore out his whip on them and was stopped only by his neighbors’ intervention.


Waity moved in with her father, a resident of Sterling, who agreed to house her on the condition that she refrain from decimating the local male population. The widow, however, was soon seen with Watkins, and the couple took excursions to neighboring towns, visiting fairs and markets. Roxana Watkins was a patient woman (and feared her husband’s temper), and said nothing.


Waity began working on Oliver Watkins, telling him that his wife was a “lazy and indolent person who lets her clothes lay outdoors until they rot.” Waity, however, kept her house “neat and tidy. . . . I used to spin my own wool and flax, make my own cloth and had some to sell at the same time.”


Roxana Watkins finally approached her husband one day and told him that his behavior with Waity was something more than shocking. “What business is it of yours where I go?” Oliver roared. “Shut up your mouth, wretch. I’ll go where I please and when I please, and were it not for my family, I would never hear any more of your jaw!”


Such bombast was sufficient to silence Roxana, but Waity Burgess would not settle for an affair. She subtly began to suggest that Watkins send his wife off. To where, she did not say, but in the days that followed her meaning became clear: Oliver was to murder the oppressed lady.


Waity then appeared in several of Sterling’s stores, ordering broadcloth and startling all by stating that she would soon be marrying a widower. Her father, disgusted with her affair with Watkins, threw her out, and Waity took up lodging in a rooming house. This move, the widow explained, had traumatized her into being psychic. Waity insisted she could tell the future. One night she was found racing about town in her nightgown, crystal ball in hand. When stopped by puzzled citizens, Waity said: “There will be a sudden death in the neighborhood, for there was a winding sheet on my candle when I looked at it this morning, and I never knew it to fail but that a sudden death followed.”


On the night of March 21, 1829, Oliver Watkins pretended to be asleep, waiting for his wife to drop off. He then rose, crept from the bedroom, got a horsewhip and returned to the sleeping chamber. Oliver slipped the whip about Roxana’s neck and, using his gigantic strength, quickly crossed the ends over her throat. So great was the pressure that a string of beads Roxana was wearing burst and scattered. She was dead within minutes. Oliver then returned the whip to its post and slipped back to bed.


Some hours later he rose with a bellow, shouting for his mother-in-law, who was asleep in an adjoining room. “She has choked herself with her beads,” he told old Mrs. Adams, and held to that story when the authorities arrived.


A coroner’s jury found Roxana’s death accidental, but the state’s attorney nurtured dark suspicions and caused Oliver’s arrest for murder. Throughout the trial, Waity kept her distance, telling everyone, “I hardly know the suspect.” The trial resulted in Oliver’s conviction and he was scheduled to hang. The murderer refused to admit his guilt, however.


Oliver Watkins was hanged Aug. 2, 1831, in the last public execution in Connecticut. It was a memorable affair. One report said: “A company of the old state militia was present and the hillside was black with people.”


Waity Burgess didn’t attend. Some days later she placed her children in an orphanage, then moved to Foster, Rhode Island, where she convinced a widower to take her in. Within a week, though, local residents assembled at her new residence, battered down the door, and dragged Waity into the night. She was sent down the road to wander into an aimless future.


[image: This early engraving depicts the much-bedeviled Oliver Watkins strangling his sleeping wife, Roxana.]


The last report of the woman who could predict murder had her living in seclusion in the aptly named town of Killingly, Rhode Island.





1844–71   UPPER NEW YORK STATE
An Intellectual Killer


From the age of four until he was hanged in 1871, Edward Howard Rulloffson was a fanatical reader, a strange scholar, and an intellectual of the rarest breed. Born in 1819 in Hammond River, New Brunswick, Canada, Rulloffson stemmed from Dutch ancestry, his parents being hardworking farm folk who could not spare him from chores for a formal education.


A bookish mother, however, filled young Edward’s head with smatterings of knowledge, Greek and Latin, the classics. He became an avaricious reader, consuming any and all books he could find, having no preference for any particular field of study. At age twelve, Rulloffson entered school, but he only received a few years of formal study. He worked for a while for a grocer in St. John, then as a clerk for a local lawyer.


It was while clerking for the lawyer that Rulloffson first got into trouble. A number of burglaries occurred in the St. John area; one of the ransacked homes was Rulloffson’s employer’s. A few days later, the lawyer entered his office and blinked in amazement at his young, studious clerk. Rulloffson was attired in a suit owned by the lawyer, one that had been pilfered during the recent robbery. Confronted with the theft, the apprentice merely shrugged. He would neither affirm or deny his guilt in the robberies. Rulloffson’s indifference was enough to earn him a two-year sentence in New Brunswick Prison. Discharged at age twenty-two, after serving the full term, Edward Howard Rulloffson completely vanished.


In the deep summer of 1842, Rulloffson, calling himself Edward Rulloff, appeared in Dryden, New York, obtaining a job as a canal laborer. He was a broad-backed, thickly bearded young man many a Dryden maid thought handsome, yet there was an outstanding peculiarity to his physical make-up; his head was enormous—larger, many commented, than Daniel Webster’s—a massive head covered with shaggy hair and further ornamented with extremely wide-set, penetrating dark eyes.


Rulloff may have worked with pick and shovel, but the townsfolk soon learned from his lips that he knew several languages and was an expert on the law, medicine and botany. When questioned as to what university he had attended, Rulloff only gave a wry smile and kept his silence.


When he learned that the small school in Dryden was in need of a teacher, Rulloff applied for and was given the position. As the town’s teacher, he amazed his students with stupefying rhetoric and startling knowledge of the roots of words in many languages. Professor Rulloff, as he took to calling himself, displayed methods of teaching that were no less than spectacular as he filled the blackboard with simple drawings to explain the origins of words, bringing in to play involved Chinese dialects and ancient cavemen’s symbols.


One fascinated student, sixteen-year-old Harriet Schutt, found it impossible to resist falling in love with the colorful Rulloff. The following year, despite objections from Harriet’s parents and brothers (who were put off by Rulloff s unknown background), the professor married his most ardent student. On the day of the wedding, December 31, 1843, Rulloff quit teaching, suddenly assuming the role of “Doctor” Rulloff, telling all in Dryden that he was a whiz at healing all manner of ills through his incredible knowledge of herbs, a claim that was not altogether untrue. As a botanical physician, Rulloff found his practice blossoming; the naive natives of Dryden flocked to his grubby offices for natural healings. But with success, Rulloff s temperament seemed to sour; he fell into black moods and his anger flared at any annoyance. Once, while his wife was preparing a meal for him, Doctor Rulloff inexplicably grabbed a pestle and struck Harriet on the head, heaping curses upon the fallen woman. Such conduct brought a warning from Harriet’s brothers, William and Edward Schutt. The haughty Rulloff bristled and moved, tight-lipped, with his wife to Lansing, New York, settling in a remote cabin near the shores of Lake Cayuga.


Rulloffs fame as an herb healer had spread to neighboring communities by 1844. His ability to cure myriad maladies was known as far as the large city of Ithaca, and more than once he was called to aid the stricken of that city. One of these was William Schutt, his brother-in-law, whose wife and child had been suffering from an unknown disease. Doctor Rulloff treated both woman and child but they died shortly thereafter. “They were beyond all help,” Rulloff told his wife.


When Harriet gave birth the following year, the famous doctor ignored his baby daughter, Dorothy, as well as his wife. He was too busy with his practice to be interested in the mundane events of his own homelife. Part of that business was done in secret in late June 1845, when Rulloff went off in the direction of Lake Cayuga. He returned to tell his neighbor, Mr. Robertson, that his wife and daughter had journeyed to see relatives in Ohio. Rulloff asked if he could use Robertson’s horse and wagon to transport a large box containing his wife’s and the baby’s belongings for shipment to Ohio; they would be visiting for an indefinite period of time.


Robertson not only loaned Rulloff his horse and wagon but helped the good doctor load the large, weighty crate. Rulloff waved a thank-you and drove off whistling a happy tune. On June 25, Robertson saw Rulloff return and was amazed to see how easily the doctor lifted the same heavy box from the wagon and took it into his home. When the doctor returned the horse and wagon to his neighbor, Robertson’s suspicions grew. He noticed that the horse was not lathered. (Rulloff had claimed his journey was to be a long one.)


Further perplexing Robertson was Rulloffs announcement some hours later that he was off to be with his wife. The large man’s spirits were no less than ebullient as he joked and laughed with neighbor Robertson, setting off with a smile and saying over his shoulder: “Don’t let anyone carry away our house while we are gone.”


Rulloff was next seen in Ithaca, where he dropped in to see the Schutts, telling them that Harriet and Dorothy were staying with a friend, one N. Dupuy, of Madison, Ohio. His remarks were met with nerve-pricking questions. Why would she go off like that without telling them? the Schutts asked pointedly. Flustered, Rulloff immediately sat down and, as if to prove his statements were true, wrote a letter to his wife that gushed endearment. Later, in the presence of the Schutt brothers, he mailed it off to Ohio. This seemed to allay the family’s fears but when Edward Schutt heard that Rulloff was going to Auburn some days later, he followed the doctor, finding him on a train headed for Buffalo.


Without any trace of apprehension, Rulloff told Schutt that he was on his way to visit Harriet and his child. “Why don’t you come along?” To his surprise, Schutt did, but once in Buffalo, Rulloff lost him, jumping from the train bound for Madison, Ohio, at the last minute. Schutt went on to Madison to discover that there was no one named N. Dupuy living there, and that his sister and niece had never been seen in the area. Hurriedly, the brother went to Cleveland and reported the facts to the police. An alarm went out for Edward Rulloff who, with his unusual appearance, was not hard to find. He was arrested in a Cleveland hotel. Schutt, as was often the custom of the day, was deputized; he returned to New York with his shifty brother-in-law handcuffed to him.


Authorities in Tompkins County, where Rulloff was held prisoner, realized that without any corpses, the eccentric doctor could not be indicted for murder. (Lake Cayuga had been repeatedly dragged in an effort to recover the bodies of Harriet Rulloff and her child without success.) However, Rulloff was charged with abduction and was convicted, receiving ten years in Auburn Prison. The self-appointed doctor-professor became a model prisoner, broadening his education by reading thousands of books on various subjects, particularly those dealing with ancient and modern languages. He taught his fellow prisoners in a school he organized, and, when he was released in 1856, it was thought that Rulloff had been victimized, such was his sterling reputation in prison.


Yet officials of Tompkins County had other ideas. They had learned during Rulloffs imprisonment that a large man who gave no name had sold the bodies of a woman and child to the Geneva Medical College for study shortly after the disappearance of Harriet and Dorothy Rulloff. The bodies bore no marks of violent death but the woman did fit the description of Mrs. Rulloff. Unfortunately, the bodies had long ago been dissected. Still, police figured they had gathered enough circumstantial evidence to convict Rulloff and he was once again arrested and charged with his wife’s murder.


With a smug appearance and much sneering at the court and jury, Rulloff acted as his own attorney during the trial, an event he had apparently anticipated as he had immersed himself in the studies of intricate law during his long prison term.


In court, the accused killer’s blue eyes blazed; his heavyset five-foot-eight-inch frame moved in jerky motions as he defended himself with great self-confidence. At one point, he boomed at the prosecuting attorney: “You cannot try me again for the unfortunate disappearance of my wife. Even a backwoods shyster ought to know that much!”


He was right. The state dropped that charge but brought another murder indictment against Rulloff, that of killing his child. Though convicted of the charge and sentenced to death, the doctor-professor remained unruffled. While being held without bail, he filed a brilliant appeal to the higher courts and told his friendly jailor, Deputy Sheriff Jacob Jarvis, that the decision would be reversed and he would soon be free.


Jarvis not only believed the cunning Rulloff but asked that the brilliant prisoner tutor his son, eighteen-year-old Albert. Rulloff accepted the chore with delight, teaching the boy French and Latin. The youth grew to admire Rulloff so much he arranged for the prisoner’s escape on the storm-shrouded night of May 5, 1857. The professor-doctor wasted no time in deserting Albert Jarvis. Rulloff fled to Meadville, Pennsylvania, which housed Allegheny College. He became the darling of the intellectual community, proving that he had no equal in the study of languages; he also displayed some genius as a mineralogist, a conchologist, and an expert on insects, birds and machines. He worked in Meadville for a scientist, A. B. Richmond, perfecting a new invention, but the pay was meager and Rulloff, who had been calling himself Professor James Nelson, was off to Warren County where he robbed a jewelry store.


Exhausted and frostbitten after hiding in cold barns and beneath bridges, Rulloff next appeared in Jamestown, New York, entering a drugstore and so thoroughly convincing the owner of his expert knowledge in pharmacology that he was allowed to compound his own frostbite prescription.


“It’s no good,” Rulloff grumbled to the druggist after applying the medicine and staring at a sorry-looking big toe. “It’s got to come off.” He borrowed some surgical instruments from a local doctor and amputated his own toe. Hobbling away, Rulloff traveled to Ohio, where he began teaching in a small Columbus school. All seemed calm in his life, but dogged lawmen were not far behind. Dozens of sheriffs had been searching for him since his escape from the Ithaca jail. One determined lawman, Sheriff John Dennin, clutching one of the many thousands of wanted posters that had been printed of the fugitive, tracked Rulloff to Columbus and arrested him, extraditing him to New York with the Ohio governor’s blessing.


Fortune was with Rulloff. After being held for several months on fragile charges, the long-awaited decision of Rulloff’s appeal arrived. Since no body had ever been found, the high court pronounced him innocent of killing his daughter.


The citizens of Ithaca, enraged at the decision, threatened to storm the local jail. Rulloff narrowly escaped with his neck intact as deputies spirited him to Auburn Prison for safekeeping. Police attempted to try Rulloff on another murder charge, that of killing William Schutt’s wife and child while treating them in 1844. Authorities went so far as to exhume both bodies, turning them over to a Professor Ogden Doremus, who flatly insisted that the remains, although they were fourteen years old, contained definite traces of copper poison. His views, however, were not supported by other testifying physicians, and these charges too were dropped. The illustrious doctor-professor Rulloff was once again set free.


The slippery Rulloff wandered throughout New England for the next six years, being implicated in a New Hampshire bank robbery and a theft in a Connecticut store, among many other crimes, but Rulloff always managed to ease out of the jittery hands of the law. His luck ran out in November 1861, when he was caught flagrantly looting another store in New York and was sent to Sing Sing for two years for burglary. Again, the ever-studious Rulloff begged and borrowed every book he could obtain, reading them until he wore out the pages. He took out enough time during his sentence to befriend a professional burglar named William T. Dexter.


When Dexter and Rulloff were released about the same time in 1864, they teamed up with none other than Albert Jarvis, the jailer’s son gone wrong, and put together the most formidable burglary team ever seen in New York City with Rulloff as the mastermind.


The remarkable rogue Rulloff had not lost his original touch, displaying the type of ingenuity that would make a Poe salivate at his writing desk. Much like the archcriminal portrayed some seventy-odd years later by Rudolph Klein-Rogge in the German-made films about the sinister Dr. Mabuse, Professor Rulloff became a man with many lives, all of them acted out superbly.


Inside Dexter’s ancestral Brooklyn home on Graham Street, Rulloff was known as Professor E. C. Howard, master of almost all known languages, and self-appointed patriarch to the large Dexter family, directing the lives and fortunes (not to mention the rents from the family’s considerable real estate holdings) of its members. In this role, Rulloff-Howard also maintained offices in Hoboken, New Jersey, where, two days out of each week without fail, he taught immigrants the simple wonders of the English language, as well as improved their own native tongues.


Three days out of every week, Rulloff took on the identity of a distinguished philologist, Professor Edward Leurio, proficient in three dozen languages and dialects, working out a new tongue for the world’s babbling nations, which he called Leurio’s Universal Method. For this important study, Professor Leurio rented offices at 170 Third Avenue in Manhattan, where he also maintained living quarters should they be needed.


The need might arise from Rulloff s third and most provocative life-role, that of a master planner of super burglaries. Since he possessed rare knowledge of the value of Chinese silk, taffeta and other fabrics, Rulloff directed his charges, Dexter and Jarvis, to loot several silk-manufacturing warehouses and retail shops in and about Manhattan, after the scholarly professor had properly “cased” the objective buildings. Thousands of dollars’ worth of these rare goods were fenced by Rulloff and his partners, enough to keep them in high styIe.


Luxury, however, no longer appealed to bibliophile Rulloff. He lived more simply as time passed. Except for a bIack top hat, his wardrobe remained inexpensive. He spurned jewelry. Meager, bland food he wolfed down while squeezing time from his studies, which more and more preoccupied his waking hours. He was developing his Universal Method of Language through an enormous manuscript, which he cIaimed wouId make it possible for anyone to travel from one point of the globe to another with no difficulty in communicating with a host of peoples accustomed to polyglot tongues. The project grew into an obsession until even his rather cretinous co-burglars realized they were supplying Rulloff-Howard-Leurio with funds to complete his monstrous academic dream.


So fanatical did Rulloff become in his literary efforts that he addressed, as Professor Edward Leurio, the August American PhilologicaI Association in Poughkeepsie, New York, in July 1869. With his black top hat perched on his great head, Leurio-Rulloff swept back the tails of his black frock coat, gripped a podium, and thunderingly announced that he had invented a new Ianguage that would undoubtedly cause all wars to cease and turn all nations into instant brotherhoods. He submitted his study, hundreds of pages of handwritten script, for acceptance. The Association examined the manuscript and then turned it down.


Rulloff cursed these would-be savants and proclaimed to his burglar pals that he would publish the work himself, no matter the cost. To acquire funds, the dedicated intellectual selected Halbert Brothers’ Silk Shop in Binghamton, New York, for his next burglary. The goods from this emporium alone wouId enable Rulloff to publish his masterwork. Dutifully, Dexter and Jarvis broke into the store on the night of August 21, 1870, but were surprised as they were gathering rolls of silk by two of the store’s clerks, Gilbert Burrows and Fred Mirrick (or Mirick), who happened to be sleeping on the premises. As the four men struggled, a huge man wearing a top hat, which wobbled upon an enormous head, stepped into the store, firing a pistol. At first Mirrick and Burrows thought the man was a detective, but this hope quickly burst when the large man, his eyes blazing beneath heavy eyebrows, calmly walked up to Mirrick and sent a bullet into his head. He then turned the pistol on Burrows and shot him. The burglars ran from the store without taking one piece of silk with them.


Mirrick was killed instantly but Burrows lived. He staggered from the store to give the alarm. Half of Binghamton responded; posses were quickly formed, fanning out over hilly terrain. A short time later, possemen discovered two bodies floating in the nearby Chenango River. They had been beaten to death before being thrown into the water. Burrows quickly identified the men as the two burglars he and Mirrick had surprised. In the pockets of the dead men, proving their killer had hurriedly disposed of them, were found identification cards listing them as William T. Dexter and Albert Jarvis.


Possemen searching the railroad tracks outside of Binghamton came upon a towering man with a large head and piercing blue eyes. The man, who told officers that his name was Charles Augustus, explained that he had been forcibly thrown from a passenger train after he had lost his ticket and that it was urgent he get to Ithaca where he was expected to lecture before a collection of the most learned men in New York. As the queer-looking man mesmerized the lawmen, a freight train passed between them and, when it had gone, Charles Augustus, lecturer, had disappeared. He was found hours later hiding in a barn a half mile from the tracks. Augustus was hauled off to jail under suspicion of being the gunman in the attempted store burglary. While awaiting a formal charge, Augustus yelled from his jail cell: “You will all regret the day you falsely arrested me! What a case of false arrest my lawyers will make when I sue!”
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