
[image: Image]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: Images]



This book is dedicated to those who lost their lives to the violence chronicled in the following pages.


It is a warm night, most often on a weekend. There is a very small town with a railroad track that runs through the town, or sometimes along the edge of it. You can’t get more than a few hundred feet away from the railroad track and still be in the town. He is looking for a house with no dog. He would prefer a house on the edge of town, just isolated enough to provide a little bit of cover. A big two-story house would be best, with a family of five. A barn where he can hide out from sundown until the middle of the night, but in that era, before the automobiles came, almost every house had a barn; even the houses in Chicago and Philadelphia had barns. He is looking for a house with a woodpile in the front yard, and an axe sticking up out of the woodpile.



Preface

I have long been fascinated by the notion that knowledge can be created about the past. Dinosaurs are the easiest example. For tens of thousands of years, humans had no awareness that the world had once been inhabited by gigantic beasts. Now, we know not merely that these animals existed, but we have identified hundreds of species of them. We know what they looked like, generally, and what they ate. We know which type of dinosaur lived where, and in what era. We know what happened to them. We have not merely created this knowledge, we have disseminated it so widely across our culture that the average five-year-old now can name a dozen types of dinosaurs, and has a collection of little plastic models of them.

In my day job I am a baseball writer. We know many, many things now about the baseball players of the 1950s and 1960s, about Willie Mays and Bob Gibson and Stan Musial, that those men themselves did not know and could not possibly have known when they were playing. We have pieced together records of their careers that are far more complete than the records which were kept at the time. Modern historians know things about the Romans that the Romans themselves did not know and could not have known.

A hundred years ago and a little more, there were a series of terrible crimes that took place in the American Midwest (although it actually started in the Northeast and the South, the midwestern portion of the series is the well-known part). The most famous of these crimes are the murders in Villisca, Iowa, but it is apparent to anyone who will take the time to look that the Villisca murders were a part of a series of similar events. I was reading about that series of crimes and I had a thought. “I’ll bet there were others,” I thought, “that the contemporary authorities never linked to the same criminal.”

With modern computers, we can search tens of thousands and hundreds of thousands of small-town newspapers, looking for reports of similar events.

And I found one.

And then I found another one, and another one, and another one. I hired my daughter as a researcher, and she started finding them. We had no idea what we were dealing with. And we never dreamed that we would actually be able to figure out who he was.

By the time he came to Villisca, The Man from the Train had been murdering randomly selected families for a decade and a half. People had been executed for his crimes; people had been lynched for his crimes; and people were rotting away in prison for his crimes.

Skeptical? Of course you’re skeptical. You’re either skeptical or you’re stupid, and you don’t look stupid. But hear me out. Have I got a story to tell you.

—Bill James



Villisca

The Devil came to Villisca on June 9, 1912, and to this day, if you mention “Villisca” to anyone from Iowa, the first thing they will think about is the murders. It was a Sunday night, and the streetlights were out due to a dollars-and-cents dispute between the city and the power company. Without lights the overcast skies had returned Villisca to the choking blackness that was a normal part of human experience until late in the nineteenth century, but which many people now have never experienced.

There was a Children’s Day service at the Presbyterian church; Josiah and Sarah Moore and their children attended and participated in the service, which Sarah had helped to organize. At the end of the service two little girls who were friends of Katherine Moore, Ina and Lena Stillinger, went home for the night with the Moore family. There were eight people that night in the Moore house: J. B. and Sarah Moore, their four children, ranging in age from five to eleven, and the two Stillinger girls.

On the morning of June 10 the house was quiet. At 7:00 a.m. a neighbor noticed that no one was stirring outside, and chores were not being done. The chickens had been left squawking in the chicken coop. She knocked on the door, but the door was locked and there was no answer. She let the chickens out of their coop and called Ross Moore, who was J. B.’s brother. Ross Moore had a key to the house. As the neighbor waited on the porch he forced open the door and went in.

Everyone in the house was dead. Eight people had been murdered with an axe inside a locked house in a small, quiet midwestern town. The Man from the Train had struck again, and vanished once more into the blackness of the night.



SECTION I

— 1909 to 1912 —



CHAPTER I

The Bloody Penny

“Buchanan county Va., in which Hurley is located, is very sparsely settled and is very rugged,” reported the Washington Post. “Communication by telephone and telegraph is decidedly limited and slow, making the scene of the tragedy practically inaccessible, and details of the developments exceedingly hard to secure.” The first newspaper accounts of the Meadows family murders, published the day after the crime, state that “bloodhounds were rushed to the scene and in a short time they took up the trail of three supposed murderers in a cornfield which adjoined the home. There the foot prints of three men were found impressed in the soft soil. A posse of citizens, heavily armed, are following the bloodhounds, bent on lynching the murderers if they are captured.” The murders occurred in a log cabin on a mountain in Virginia in a place that is about five miles east of Kentucky, about five miles west of West Virginia, and—perhaps of more relevance to our story—within a mile of the railroad.

On the night of September 21, 1909, six persons were murdered, and the cabin that had been their home was set on fire. The man of the house, George Meadows, was found outside the cabin with his skull crushed and two bullet holes in his torso, his head nearly cut off. He was found half-dressed, and with a pencil in his hand. The log cabin had belonged to his mother-in-law, Betty Justus, who was known to the community as Aunt Betty. Her body was inside the charred remains of the cabin, in yet worse condition than George’s; her head was found some distance from her body. Lydia Meadows, George’s wife, was also inside, also murdered with an axe or a hatchet, as were their three children, Will, Noah, and Lafayette, all less than ten years old.

The scene of the Meadows family murders was variously identified in the newspapers as Hurley, Knox, Knox Creek, and Laurel Creek; let us say that it was Hurley, Virginia, because that at least is a real place that you can find on a map. A road zigzags through the mountains just north of Hurley; the house sat along that road. Newspaper reports filed on the day of the crime say that the posse following the bloodhounds numbered three hundred men. The town’s chief employer, the Ritter Lumber Mill, shut down for at least two days so that workers would be free to participate in the chase.

The bloodhounds followed a trail across the mountains for the better part of a day and for ten miles, arriving finally at the mountain cabin of Silas Blankenship. At one point the trail led to a sheer rock wall as high as a man’s head, which the hounds and posse had to scramble over. At last they did indeed find three men, Blankenship and his two sons, who were digging potatoes when they heard bloodhounds baying and looked up to see a large mob of angry farmers rushing toward them. The Blankenships fled to their cabin, bolted the doors, and poked shotguns out of “loopholes” in the walls, apparently designed for exactly such a purpose. The Blankenships promised to blow the heads off of anyone who approached the cabin. It was a credible promise, and a six-hour standoff ensued.

Six murders, bloodhounds, an angry mob of hundreds of men with ropes and guns, and three men barricaded inside a cabin with shotguns. It’s a hell of a scene; this occurred September 23, 1909, in the mountains near Hurley, Virginia. Many in the posse wanted to rush the cabin and set fire to it. Cooler heads prevailed. The Commonwealth’s attorney, a man named Scores, hurried to the scene with a crew of special deputies, well-armed just in case there weren’t enough guns already on-site. Eventually the Blankenships were promised safe passage to jail, the mob was dispersed, and the Blankenships surrendered. But the United Press reported the next morning that “the farmers of Buchanan and adjoining counties are gathering at Hurley and it is believed they will attack the jail and lynch the suspects.”

The Blankenships were arrested on a charge of murder; it is a measure of how different our justice system was a hundred years ago, that three men could be charged with murder based on nothing but the baying of some bloodhounds. First reports were that blood-soaked clothing had been found at the Blankenship house. The Blankenships were men of good reputation, however, and it is fortunate that they were not hanged or set afire; it turned out they were innocent. They had an alibi for the night in question, and nothing of any substance tied them to the crime.

The governor of Virginia was Claude Swanson. On September 27, Governor Swanson offered a $250 reward for information leading to the arrest and conviction of perpetrators. A process was also established by which citizens could “subscribe,” intended to raise another $2,000 to $5,000 in order to pay for detectives to find the murderers. Before the reward was offered, however, the man who would eventually be convicted of the crime was already under arrest in West Virginia.

Howard Little was ironically named. At the time of his execution the newspapers referred to him as a “handsome giant,” and a photo of him in custody, guarded by six armed men, shows a powerfully built man a head taller than anyone else in the photo. He was not an inconsiderable man. In his youth he had worked as a United States Marshal in Kentucky or perhaps as an assistant to one, and, after moving to Virginia, had been made foreman of a large lumber company. He was intelligent, assertive, and he worked hard. He was also a lothario—a Don Juan, as the papers said at the time. Married with four children, Little had made plans to leave his wife. He had been carrying on with a married woman, a Mrs. Mary Stacy; Little and Stacy were making arrangements to skip town together, although it is anyone’s guess whether Little actually intended to follow through on this.

Local authorities turned immediately to private detectives for help in the investigation, which was standard practice at the time. The detective agency brought into the case was the Baldwin-Felts Agency in Bluefield, West Virginia—a substantial and professional agency. In this era, good private detective agencies had resources to investigate a crime that vastly exceeded the resources of small-town sheriffs—and, in many cases, exceeded the resources even of the biggest and best metropolitan police agencies. One of those resources was that they maintained good records of known criminals living in the area.

Howard Little had once been convicted of murder in Kentucky—a fact not known to the community in which he lived, but included in the files of the private detectives—so he was immediately of interest to the Baldwin agency. He was, of course, hardly the only known criminal living in the area, but there were other facts against him. On Thursday morning after the murders on Tuesday night, an agent from the company dropped by the Little home for a conversation. The conversation did not go well. Little had spent most of the evening in question away from his home, returning home long after midnight, his jacket wet and carrying a lantern of unknown provenance. He had a cut on his leg. He had no alibi that he could share, and his wife was not supportive. He had recently borrowed a revolver from a friend.

In June 1892, while working as a US Marshal, Little had murdered a man named Jacob Kinney (name also reported as George McKinney) in Pike County, Kentucky, which is just across the border from Hurley. Little and Kinney had been rivals for the affection of a young woman. Little was thirty-eight years old at the time of his death, which would mean that he was twenty years old at the time of the earlier murder. He was convicted of that crime and sentenced to a life term in prison, but had been pardoned by the governor of Kentucky after serving four years.

Little was arrested by six men led by Lee Felts, a brother of the named partner in the Baldwin-Felts Agency; he was arrested in Bull Creek, West Virginia, on September 24. (Lee Felts and a third brother, Albert Felts, were among those killed in the Matewan Massacre in 1920.) Little was held for a week in Welch, West Virginia, thirty-seven miles east of Hurley, his arrest kept quiet for five days to circumvent another lynch mob and also, probably, to allow the reward fund time to build up, so that the Baldwin-Felts Agency would make more money when they stepped forward to claim the reward. Felts told reporters on October 1 that “he believes that Little committed the crime single-handed,” although up until—and after—the arrest was made the theory of the investigators was that the crime had been committed by a gang of three robbers. Two friends of Little, named by the newspapers, were investigated for a connection with the crime, but had solid alibis.

Meadows had been buried with two bullets in his body. Detective Felts now ordered that the body be exhumed and the bullets removed. On October 2 investigators dug up the body and removed the bullets, and announced immediately that the bullets fit the revolver that Little had borrowed. There were no ballistics in 1909; what was meant by the statement that the bullets “fit” the revolver was that they were of the right size, the right weight and caliber, that they could have been fired from that pistol, which was a .32 caliber pistol.

Little was moved to a jail in Grundy, Virginia, sixteen miles south of Hurley, and then, fearing another effort to lynch him, to a jail in Lebanon, Virginia, about fifty-five miles to the south of Hurley. Between Grundy and Lebanon is the small town of Honaker, Virginia. Getting word that the prisoner was to be moved, a mob of 75 to 100 armed men gathered in Honaker, planning to intercept the police officers as they came through. The mob cut all the telephone wires between Grundy and Lebanon, to prevent word getting out of their plans, but police officers sniffed out the effort, moving the prisoner thirty miles through the mountains with the aid of horses and mules.

Mrs. Little had told police that she could show them where her husband had hidden the money from the robbery. She was unable to deliver on this promise. The money was never found, and, in fact, there is no real evidence that any money was ever taken.

A lawyer named Bert T. Wilson was retained to defend Little. In prison Little lost weight, a lot of weight in a little time, and spent his hours reading the Bible. Troops were provided for Little’s protection before and during the trial. The first witness was Senate Justus, an adult son of the murdered Betty Justus. Justus had worked with Little at the Ritter Lumber Company; Little was his foreman. Justus claimed that Little had asked him “frequently” how much money his mother carried around with her. Another witness—not identified by name in the reports of the trial—said that Little had said to him that she shouldn’t keep money around like that, because it would be an easy matter for someone to rob her, murder the family, and set fire to the house.

Mary Stacy, the woman with whom Little had been planning to leave town, testified that Little gave her $20 on the day before the murders in order to buy clothes to get ready for the trip, and had told her that they would be ready to go as soon as he was able to get some money out of his bank.

The most important witness of the trial was a woman named Mary Lee. Mary Lee, for reasons unknown, lived with the Little family; she may have been a governess or housekeeper, or she may have been a relative. The common understanding of the law at that time was that a wife could not testify against her husband, and Mrs. Little did not testify. Miss Lee became the most important witness because she could testify to what the wife could not.

Mary Lee testified that Little had been absent from the home on the night of the murders. A lamp was left burning; she awoke several times during the night, and the lamp was still burning (the implication being that, had Little come home and gone to bed, he would have put out the lamp). She arose about 6:00 the next morning to find Little asleep on a couch. There was a lantern on a table that did not belong to the family, and his jacket was hanging up wet, as if it had been washed. After breakfast he took out a file and began to file on the lantern. She asked him why he was doing that, but he offered no explanation. He went out to work near the house, cutting some brush, and took the lantern with him. After a couple of hours he came back in and asked for some bandages, saying that he had cut his leg. The wound appeared to be dry.

Mary Lee also testified that after the murders Little appeared restless. He would wake up in the night, she said, and he and his wife would have long conversations in their bedroom in the middle of the night.

The lantern became critical. Police found the lantern in a barn outside the Littles’ house, either hidden there or simply hung up where a lantern normally hung; in any case the police insisted that it had been hidden. A long string of witnesses, twenty or more, appeared in court to testify that the lantern had belonged to a neighbor of the Meadows family, had been borrowed by George Meadows, and had been in the possession of George Meadows prior to the night of the crime. Witnesses bounced in and out of the witness box quickly, as was common in trials at that time, perhaps fifty witnesses in a day. Reporters didn’t get all of their names.

The railroad line that runs through Hurley was the N & W railroad, the Norfolk and Western. On the morning after the murders, Little allegedly bought a newspaper from an N & W news agent named French, and paid for the newspaper with a bloody penny. French saved the penny, and introduced it into evidence at the trial. This apparently had a huge impact, and was said by some newspapers to be the strongest evidence against Little (although the New York Times reported, more sensibly, that the critical witness against Little was Mary Lee).

Little insisted that he was innocent, but did not take the stand and did not put on an affirmative defense. His attorney attempted to tear down the prosecution’s case by cross-examination. Little offered no explanation for where he was on the night in question. There were two days of testimony, and on the morning of the third day, November 27, Little was convicted of six murders. The jury deliberated for twenty minutes.

He was sentenced immediately, and taken to Richmond under heavy guard directly after sentencing. He was to be executed in Richmond on January 7, 1910. The New York Times reported, after the trial, that “the crime for which Little was convicted was a particularly atrocious one. The only motive which can now be conceived by the authorities is that of robbery. They believe Little sought to obtain the money which he thought was in the house, amounting to $1,300, and that murder and arson followed, but since the crime was committed none of the money has been found.”

On Christmas Eve, 1909, Samuel Baker, who was George Meadows’s neighbor and brother-in-law, was murdered in what is usually described as an unrelated incident. Baker’s wife was also wounded in that attack. The murderer of Samuel Baker was strung up by a hundred armed men, and his body, hanging from a steam pipe in the Ritter Lumber Mill, was riddled with bullets. That crime wasn’t entirely unrelated; Harry Pennington, the man who was lynched for killing Samuel Baker, was a good friend of Howard Little and had vigorously defended him in arguments about his guilt. He attacked the Bakers because (a) he was drunk, and (b) he blamed them for the prosecution of Howard Little.

The governor expressed deep regret about the lynching, all the more so because it was the first lynching in the state in 1909. Virginia had been the only southern state (up to that point) that had not recorded a lynching in 1909, and the governor had been hoping to get them through the year with a clean record. Little was granted a one-month reprieve by Governor Swanson while his case was appealed. Higher courts affirmed the verdict, and Little was executed in the electric chair in Richmond on February 11, 1910. He went to his death calmly, composed and dignified. He denied any involvement in the Meadows murders until the last moment of his life. He was buried in his family cemetery in McDowell County, West Virginia.

*  *  *

The puzzle of this crime is that George Meadows was both shot and bludgeoned in his front yard. This doesn’t seem to make sense. The other members of the family were murdered in their beds. If Meadows was shot twice before the rest of the family was murdered, why didn’t they wake up? Somebody hears a noise outside, the father steps out (half-dressed) to investigate the intruder, there are two gunshots, and the rest of the family goes back to bed? Doesn’t make sense—yet obviously Meadows must have been attacked before the rest of the family was. I’ll try to explain it when we discuss this crime again later in the book.

*  *  *

I believe Howard Little to have been an innocent man, although I can’t explain to you now why I believe that. Much later in our book, in chapter XXXV, we will return to the Meadows family murders; by then you will have a great deal of background information that you do not have now. When we return to the story I will explain what I believe happened and why I believe that, and you can decide then whether you agree or disagree. Perhaps, until then, you will be kind enough to suspend judgment? Appreciate it.



CHAPTER II

Logan’s Turnpike

The Hood family was one of the most respectable of the community, and belonged to that class of our citizens who give offense to no one. That murder was committed seems hardly possible, as they had no enemies and kept no valuables in the home that would tempt the robber.

—Raleigh Register, November 4, 1909

In retrospect, it seems strange that the Hurley and Logan’s Turnpike murders were not connected at the time. From Hurley, Virginia, to Beckley, West Virginia, is eighty-two miles, a little bit less as the crow flies, but you can’t get there as the crow flies unless you are a crow. Even with the wrinkles dictated by the terrain it is less than the distance from Sacramento to San Francisco, less than the distance from Philadelphia to New York. Perhaps this describes the relationship between the two and the nature of the time and place: that if you lived in Hurley or Beckley in 1909 and you went to a bigger town to shop for something special, it is likely (in either case) that the bigger town would be Bluefield, West Virginia. Bluefield at that time had a population of about 11,000, hardly a metropolis, but was bigger than any other city in the area.

West Virginia in the fall is something to see. The mountains still beat back development in concert with generations of poverty, roads underlining its tree-stuffed beauty rather than despoiling it. Beckley, West Virginia, looks like it was built in the late 1980s, which makes it seem new and shiny compared to the prewar structures falling down in surrounding towns.

The murders of the Hood family took place on Halloween night, 1909, a month and ten days after the murders of the Meadows family. The Hoods lived on Logan’s Turnpike, which adjoins Harper Road about four miles west of Beckley. Harper Road was a well-used road then and is a major highway now. Train tracks litter the area. Two tracks run parallel to Harper, overrun with trees and weeds, behind a Dollar General, the most recently built structure in town. Less than half a mile from there is what remains of Logan’s Turnpike, a curving pathway with just Coal Marsh Missionary Church and falling-down homes. Chickens scratch boastfully in the road. The dilapidated homes actually add to the beauty of the area, the light and the weeds poking through the structures in a kind of evolution. Trains and their ghosts are everywhere, and you can look down on them in the valley below Logan’s Turnpike.

A 1909 report from the Bluefield Telegraph describes the neighborhood of the Hood family as “an enlightened section of West Virginia.” One of the first schools for black children in West Virginia was built in Beckley in 1907, and the area had a sizeable African American population. The Logan’s Turnpike neighborhood was occupied by three black families and the Hoods, who were white and lived above a black-owned restaurant. A little way down the road was Glen Daniel, then called Marshes, which was a largely black neighborhood. By all accounts, the Hoods were on good terms with their neighbors. George Washington Hood was a widowed octogenarian and a former Union soldier. Originally from North Carolina, he had lived on Logan’s Turnpike on and off since the war. In 1909, he was living modestly with two sons, Roy and Winfield, his daughter Almeda, and Almeda’s twelve-year-old daughter, Emma.

Emma was without a known father, as Almeda had never been married. The mother and daughter had recently accepted Jesus at a church revival, and they were baptized on the morning of October 31 at Mount Tabor Baptist Church in Beckley, a few miles away. It was Sunday; the murders occurred on a Sunday night. Roy had attended church with them, to see them baptized. The other brother, Winfield, was out that night visiting some neighboring ladies. The father, George, was reportedly in the restaurant below the home in the early evening, showing off some of the money he had made on the recent sale of horses, but this is merely a “report.” It is something somebody said.

Despite being a single mother nearing forty, Almeda had romantic prospects. Her suitor, a coal miner by the name of Mike Ferrell, came by the house the previous evening and stayed until early in the morning. They were supposed to be married in December of that year. Some reports claimed that George Hood had thrown him out that night, that the younger man was drunk, and that they had exchanged words. Ferrell reportedly told Almeda that he would be at the baptism on Sunday if he could find a clean shirt, but he didn’t show.

About 11:00 p.m., Winfield Hood and Walter Harper returned to the Hood residence after their dates. They found the house, including the restaurant on the ground floor, fully engulfed in flames. They rushed the doors, trying to break in, but were pushed back by the flames, standing helpless as the roof collapsed and the house burned with no sign of the people inside. Passersby stopped and people drifted in until the crowd numbered in the hundreds. There were no screams. Everyone inside was already dead.

When the fire died down Monday morning, the bodies of the younger members of the family were found in the place where the parlor would have been. Roy had a bullet in his head, but how Almeda and her daughter had died was less obvious; their heads and bodies both had mostly disintegrated. Their remains seemed to have been “stacked” in a pile, as was done in other cases in this series. The Civil War veteran was found in the back room, his head crushed by a blunt instrument. The Washington Post reported more extensive axe wounds to Roy and Almeda’s bodies, and that “there seems little doubt, though, that Washington Hood’s throat had been cut before the fire was started.”

There was an odor of oil or gasoline. Some would later offer the explanation that Almeda and Emma had left a lamp burning for Winfield, forgot about it, and the lamp exploded and blocked their exit. Others thought that the culprit had poured oil on the bodies, to speed the fire.

Several people were accused immediately. Mike Ferrell, Almeda’s lover, was arrested with three other men in an abandoned railroad lumber yard about eight miles north of Harper, along the railroad and near to where he worked. The four men were separated and sent to different jails in Bluefield and Beckley to avoid mob violence. The men were made to “submit to a rigid examination” and given a “sweating” by the police (you’ve got to love those 1909 euphemisms for police brutality). They gave alibis; the alibis checked out, and the four men were eventually released.

We are running out of real facts here; that is, we are running out of facts about the murders themselves. There are many facts about the investigation. Whenever there is a tragedy of this nature, people will tell fill-in-the-gap stories to create a narrative. Once these pieces get printed in the newspaper (1909) or circulated by social media (twenty-first century) it becomes difficult to tell the story without them, even though these “gap stories” are generally untrue. We have seen three of them already in this case—the story that George Hood was flashing money on the evening of the murders, the story of the quarrel between George Hood and Mike Ferrell, and the speculation about the lamp exploding. All of these stories are probably false, but we cannot be 100 percent certain that they are false, so we have to include them in our account, just in case.

In the modern world there is a fairly sharp delineation between objective realists and those who believe in paranormal phenomena. Paranormal phenomena are commonly seen in movies, novels, and books, including books framed as nonfiction, and are a major element of cable television. Studies show or claim to show that most Americans in the early twenty-first century believe in ghosts, and many believe in psychics, witchcraft, mental telepathy, and other paranormal phenomena—but paranormal beliefs are strictly and almost universally banned from police investigations, courts, and prosecutions, as well as from medicine, engineering, the sciences, and from almost all of the ordinary and mundane practices of well-educated people such as accounting and finance.

In 1909 this was not true. In 1909 discussions of paranormal phenomena intruded casually into serious matters such as police investigations. In a tiny town 120 miles northwest of Beckley lived an invalid, Elizabeth Blake, an impoverished woman who had somehow acquired a national reputation as a psychic. Within a few weeks conventional leads ran out and the investigation began to revolve around meetings between detectives and Mrs. Blake. Mrs. Blake evoked the ghost of the late George Hood. The ghost of George Hood revealed that the murders had been committed by a white man in a mask and three black men. When asked for their names, the spirit of the late Mr. Hood became uncommunicative.

As was true in the Meadows case, the murders of the Hood family were followed quickly by another murder in close proximity; in fact, the “other murder” in Beckley happened three days before the one-off murder in Hurley. A black businessman named A. R. Blakey was murdered and robbed of several gold coins in Beckley on December 21, 1909, murdered by a man named Luther Sherman. Sherman was put on trial and convicted of the murder in a well-publicized trial. In the summer of 1910 Sherman, teasing investigators, would lead them to believe that he had participated not only in the Hood family murders, but also in the murder of the Meadows family. In fact, he was not connected to either the Hood or Meadows murders.

The murder of the Hood family was never solved. It is likely that had Howard Little not been quickly arrested after the murders of the Meadows family, the Hood and Meadows crimes would have been connected by the press and public; likely, but not certain. It is likely that they would have been connected because both little towns were in the orbit of Bluefield, West Virginia, and the similarity of the murders, combined with the extreme rarity of a murder of this type, should have been enough to make people connect the dots. This is not certain, however, because the people of that time and place may not have had any concept of how unusual it is for an entire family to be murdered with an axe by unknown persons in the middle of the night, and consequently, not realizing that such events are extremely rare, may not have seen the connection between the two. There was no similar crime anywhere in the United States in 1909, other than these two, which were separated by only a few miles and only a few weeks. But detectives based in Bluefield were heavily invested in the proposition that Howard Little had murdered the Meadows family, and they would have shot down quickly and emphatically anyone who had suggested a link between the crimes.



CHAPTER III

The Scandalous Schultzes

Houston Heights, Texas, founded by Oscar Martin Carter in 1891, was the first planned community in Texas. In 1910 it was separated from Houston by about a mile, but linked by streetcars and railroads. Houston at that time was a city of 78,000. Houston Heights was annexed by Houston in 1918.

On the night of Friday, March 11, 1910, Gus Schultz, a lineman with Houston Electric, hosted a “sort of entertainment” for family and friends with his wife, Alice, at their home at 732 Ashland Street in Houston Heights. The Schultzes lived in an unpainted three-room cottage fifty feet from the Missouri-Kansas-Texas railroad. (The KATY railroad; we will see the KATY several more times in our book.) There was beer, piano, guitar, and good company. The couple partied pretty hard considering they had two young children, a three-year-old girl named Bessie and a six-month-old who may have been a boy and who may have been named Sandy, although accounts are not consistent. The house was in a segregated white area, one block over from the black part of the neighborhood.

Gus Schultz was twenty-three; Alice was twenty-one. At the party she wore a tight-fitting, low-cut pink dress that showed several inches of her legs—provocative in that era, when dresses normally covered the tops of the shoes. For several days following March 11 there was no sign of life around the Schultz house. The house was locked up tight, and all of the curtains had been drawn. An African American woman named Maggie Nelson did the Schultzes’ laundry. On Wednesday, March 16, Ms. Nelson found the laundry from the previous week still hanging on the clothesline, the house still locked, and the Schultzes’ guns visible underneath their house. Ms. Nelson talked to a neighbor lady, who had also been concerned about the family, and the neighbor lady called the sheriff. The sheriff pulled the guns out from under the house (two rusty rifles and a shotgun) and recognized the smell of death emanating from the residence. Late in the day on March 16, police broke into the house, where they found the bodies of five people—two men, a woman, and the two small children. All five had apparently been murdered with an axe. The bodies had been piled on top of one another, and Mrs. Schultz (Alice) was found nude except for a thin nightshirt. The little girl, Bessie, was also found almost nude. There was blood all over the walls. The crime scene was described as “the most gruesome of all the tragedies that have occurred in and about Houston.” The stench in the house was so overpowering that police had to open the windows for several hours before they could begin the investigation. A swarm of flies filled the room where the bodies were found.

The first thought was that Schultz had found his wife with another man, had murdered the two of them, then killed the children and taken his own life. This theory was abandoned when it was discovered that Schultz had been hit in the back of the head with an axe or some other blunt instrument, and also that his body was on the bottom of the body pile, suggesting that he may have been the first to die.

The extra dead man in the house was Walter Eichman, who had been living with the Schultz family and . . . well, we have to get to it sometime . . . was apparently enjoying intimate relations with Alice Schultz. Eichman was not her only lover, nor even her favorite. Whether their relationship is more accurately described as “open marriage” or “sex work” is not entirely clear, but men who were not her husband often gave Mrs. Schultz expensive gifts.

Alexander Horton Sheffield was one of those men. He signed his name “A. H.” and went by the name of Sandy, the same name as the Schultz’s baby. Sheffield, although he was a married man with two children, had lived in the Schultz house until Eichman moved in. Sheffield was tall, handsome, and came from a family with money. Shopping recently for jewelry, Alice Schultz had volunteered to the jeweler that Sheffield was the only man she had ever loved, or ever would. Eichman—also married—was the brother-in-law of the man who actually owned the house. While Sheffield lived there they had told neighbors that he was Mrs. Schultz’s stepbrother, although this was not true. A previous landlady had evicted the family because of the odd relationship between Alice and Sandy. After moving out, Sheffield had continued to visit Mrs. Schultz frequently.

About twenty-four hours after the bodies were discovered, Sheffield was arrested in connection with the crime. He would live in the shadow of the charges for more than three years, although there was never any real evidence against him. Sheffield had attended the “dance” at the Schultz house on March 11, in the company of a seventeen-year-old girl; Sheffield was twenty-seven. He had returned for a visit on the following Sunday, under somewhat odd circumstances. Passing by the Schultz house, he had seen a cow wandering loose, about to destroy the laundry hanging on the line. He knocked on the door but was unable to rouse the family, because, of course, they were all dead. He had put the cow back in the pasture, and then tried again to get someone to come to the door. That failing, he had made a curious remark to a neighbor to the effect that the family must all have gone boating and had drowned. Sheffield also told police that he had seen the three guns stacked in the Schultz house on Friday night, and had seen them under the house on Sunday. None of the weapons had been fired in a long time.

Sheffield, who worked as an engineer for a brewery, emphatically denied any knowledge of the crime, and gave a rational explanation for the curious remark to the neighbor. He said that he knew that the family intended to go boating on Saturday. When the family seemed to have disappeared, his only thought was that they had not returned from the boating expedition. The explanation made sense, and Sheffield was released at the time.

Eichman was found with a mosquito net covering his head, and Bessie with her head shoved down into the bedclothes. The sheriff theorized that either the murderer had spent considerable time in the house after the crime, or he had returned to the house a day later. All of the bodies had been found stacked in one room, but large pools of dried blood were found in a different room. There were no indications of a robbery. The house had not been ransacked, and no weapon was found in the house. An axe was later found in a nearby well, with bloodstains still visible on the handle, although the axe had been sitting partially submerged in water.

We will see this syndrome many times in this book: that the sheriff fairly quickly understood what had happened here, but then went into denial about it. Several days into the investigation, the sheriff told a reporter that the only thing he could figure was that the crime was committed by a “fiend who may have developed a homicidal mania and satisfied his lust for blood,” and who had disappeared via the train track after the crime. That was, in fact, exactly what had happened: The Man from the Train was a homicidal maniac with an insatiable lust for blood, and he had hopped a freight train and skipped town four days before the crimes were discovered.

Among all of the crimes in this book, this is one of those that we are most certain was committed by The Man from the Train. There are triggers for us, beyond the obvious ones like an axe, midnight, the murder of an entire family in one event, and the extreme proximity to the railroad, things that are like flashing lights saying “this is the guy.” This event has four of those markers:

1. The heads of the victims being covered with cloth or other items, both before and after the crime.

2. The house being sealed up tight, with the window shades all drawn, at the conclusion of the crime.

3. The presence of a prepubescent female, essentially nude, among the victims.

4. The bodies being moved around the house postmortem for no obvious reason.

As time passed the sheriff began to feel pressure to solve the crime, and began to rummage about for a prosecutable candidate. The sheriff was Archie Anderson. He was sheriff of Harris County for a long time, colorful, and information about him can still be found on the Web.

Some weeks after the murders a woman named Lydia Howell (name also reported as Powell) had a mental breakdown. She had been at the party the night the Schultzes were murdered and was much affected by the murders. She was convicted of lunacy and sent to an insane asylum.

Later still, a man named Frank Turney was arrested in connection with the crime; he had also been at the party. Pressured by police, Turney “confessed” to his involvement in the murders, and implicated Sheffield as well as Lydia Howell. His story was that the three of them had waited after the dance until the family fell asleep, and that Sheffield had murdered the family with a window weight while he guarded one door and Miss Howell guarded the other. Turney said that he knew nothing about the murders until after the deed was done. In July 1911, more than a year after the crime, Sheffield and Turney were indicted by a grand jury. Sheffield was released on bond in October of that year, and was scheduled to go on trial for the murders on December 4, 1911.

It appears that Turney was a vulnerable man who told police the story they wanted to hear after being pressured and perhaps beaten by the police, and also promised by the police that he would not be prosecuted. Once he was out of police custody he began to say that the story he had told police was not true. After he reneged on the account, the police attempted to prosecute him as well as Sheffield. But without Turney’s story, they had no case against Sheffield or Turney; all the evidence they had, other than the odd relationship between Alice and Sheffield, was Turney’s story, which pretty much everybody knew was a police fabrication.

In December 1911, Sheffield was free on bond, but Turney, who had accused Sheffield under a promise of immunity, remained in jail. Sheffield’s trial was postponed from December until the following April, and then postponed until October. The prosecution was stalling for time, still hoping to put together a case somehow. In October 1912, Turney was released from custody, and the prosecutor acknowledged that his confession would not hold up in court. In May 1913, three years after the crime, the charges against Sheffield were quietly dismissed.

Despite his blatant infidelity, Sheffield’s wife stuck with him throughout the ordeal. He returned to his employer, had another son, and lived almost sixty years after the crime, passing away in 1968. Lydia Howell regained her sanity, was released from the insane asylum in 1913, and left Houston Heights for unknown places in 1916. The house at 732 Ashland Street no longer stands, and the nearby railroad line is now a bike path.



CHAPTER IV

Marshalltown

The Iowa farm of James Hardy, aged sixty-four, rested in a kind of no-man’s-land nearly equidistant from a ring of small towns and towns too small to quite be towns: Van Cleve, Melbourne, Baxter, Newton, Laurel, Kellogg, Luray. The farm was about four miles from the railroad—with two exceptions the farthest distance from the railroad of any crime that will be discussed in this book. The railroad angled southwest out of Marshalltown, stopped sometimes in Luray and sometimes in Melbourne, and then headed west.

On Sunday morning, June 5, 1910, James Hardy and his son went to the barn and discovered that one of their horses, a bay horse named Old Kit, had been saddled and bridled, ready for a trip, although no one in the family had done this. They were alarmed by the incident, which strongly suggested that someone had intended to steal the horse, and, at a minimum, demonstrated the presence of an intruder on the farm. They decided to sit up that night and keep a watch on the barn.

Hardy’s nineteen-year-old son, Raymond Hardy, was planning to be married on the following Wednesday (June 8) to a lady named Mabel Starnes, who lived three and a half miles away. After supper on the evening of June 5, Raymond went to visit his fiancée at her home. He told her about the bridling of the horse. He was there until sometime after midnight, when he returned home, presumably on horseback.

Hardy reached his home about 1:00 a.m. He struck a match to light a lamp. In the match-lit darkness, before the lamp had ignited, he saw a large pool of blood, and discovered the body of his mother, Lavina Hardy, lying halfway on and halfway off a couch. She was fifty-seven, or not; differing ages are reported for all the members of the family. Moments later he discovered the battered body of his brother Earl, aged twenty-nine. He ran to the phone and cranked the handle vigorously, a distress signal to the neighbors who shared the party telephone line. A neighbor, C. W. Preston, was the first to respond, sometime before 1:30 a.m. By the time Preston arrived at the Hardy farm Raymond had called the county sheriff, A. A. Nicholson, who lived in Marshalltown. Sheriff Nicholson arrived at the farm about 4:00 a.m., but before he did neighbors had found the body of James Hardy in the barn, where he also had been beaten to death. A leaded gas pipe, taken from the barn, was discarded near the body of James Hardy, perhaps indicating that he had been the last to die. According to the Cedar Rapids Gazette (June 6, 1910), the neighbors “found the bodies cold, as though they had been dead for some time. All three had been killed with a piece of gas pipe and the brains beaten out.” The gas pipe, about thirty inches long, had been sharpened on one end; it was used in the winter for prying frozen manure off the ground. The Waterloo paper says, yet more graphically, that their skulls had been beaten to a pulp; another newspaper ups the ante to “mashed” to a pulp. All of the victims had been struck from behind on the right side of their heads, near the top of the head. On the wallpaper above the couch where Mrs. Hardy died was a handprint in blood, the hand pointing toward the ground, as if the killer had braced himself against the wall while beating Mrs. Hardy to death.

Raymond Hardy was arrested and held “on suspicion that he knows more than he has told” about the tragedy. The sheriff’s first theory was that Hardy’s family had objected to his marriage, but this was shown to be untrue; the two families had known one another for years, and had cooperated in planning the wedding.

“Tramps” had been seen in the neighborhood, and some people believed the murders were committed in order to facilitate a robbery. An Associated Press story dated the day the bodies were found (June 6) states frankly that “a motive for the crime is lacking.”

The funerals of the Hardy family were in Marshalltown on June 8, the day that was supposed to have been Raymond’s wedding day. They were buried in Colfax, Iowa—yet another of the ring of small towns that surrounds the murder site. It is about sixteen miles from the Hardy farm to Marshalltown.

Raymond Hardy was still in custody at the time of the funerals, and a newspaper reported that “he will be placed on trial tomorrow.” The “trial” was actually a proceeding of a coroner’s jury. Hardy was kept in custody after a search by the sheriff found bloody overalls and a bloody hat “hidden” on the property. Hardy claimed that the blood was chicken blood, but the sheriff alleged that Hardy acknowledged that he had hidden the items, supposedly from the fear that he would be accused of the crime. (A different newspaper says that the sheriff believes Hardy “made an effort to hide the overalls in the house, but was discovered and gave them up.”)

The Atlantic Evening News (Atlantic, Iowa) wrote that “the father’s body in the cow barn indicates that the murder took place early in the evening, probably about chore time.” The sheriff also pointed out that the father, murdered in the barn, had not been carrying a lantern, which indicated that the murders had been committed in daylight, which had ended about 8:45 p.m. This, again according to the sheriff, identified the son as the assailant, although an equally plausible explanation is that the murderer stole the lantern to help him make his getaway. I do believe, however, that the murders may have been committed about the end of daylight. The murderer had probably been watching the family from a hiding place in an outbuilding all day, trying to puzzle out how he would be able to overpower three adult men. When the only one of those men who was strong and healthy left the farm about a half hour before sunset, he probably sprang into action at dusk.
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Milk cans carried in from the barn were scattered near Earl Hardy’s body, as if he had been attacked returning from the barn. The most likely scenario is that the murderer entered the house after Earl Hardy headed to the barn, and murdered Lavina Hardy in the otherwise empty house, then waited for Earl Hardy to return. After they were dead he went to the barn, and attacked the senior Hardy, who was a small man with severe arthritis in his left arm. The article in the Atlantic Evening News, June 7, is worth quoting at more length:

Friends of the boy and family declare it is impossible that he could have committed the crime. The bureau drawers of the house were all opened and the contents strewn on the floor. Otherwise nothing about the house was disturbed. The bodies of the young man who was killed and the father had watches on them and money in the pockets. This was undisturbed, so that robbery apparently was not the motive. All the bodies were fully dressed and the father’s body in the cow barn indicates that the murder took place early in the evening, probably about chore time.

All of the members of the family had been in poor health, other than Raymond, who was described by all who knew him as likeable and good-natured. The murders were the front-page story in the Des Moines News (June 7), which described the case as “the most profound mystery in the criminal annals of the state of Iowa” and reported that hundreds of people had come to Van Cleve to view the bodies of the slain family. Also from the Des Moines News:

The family was respected for the love and consideration shown each other. Earl, the murdered son, was weak and not able to do heavy work, and the younger boy, always strong and rugged, did double duty on the farm to save his brother. The family were renters and had but little means, but they had portioned the hardships, share and share alike. No trouble had been heard of in the family circle at any time. None had an enemy in the community.

The theme of the impoverished family carries through the newspaper coverage of the case despite constant bubbling bits of information to suggest they were not all that poor. Raymond Hardy was arrested with $35 to $40 in his pocket, which was six weeks’ wages at that time, and John Hardy apparently had more money than that in his pockets. The house in which they were murdered was decent and substantial, and they at times had hired help. The family owned at least two horses and various other livestock, and we see constant references, in accounts of the crime, to family possessions such as pistols, telephones, and carpets.

There is one mention in a newspaper of someone arrested and held in Sioux City, Iowa, in connection with the crime, and then this is never mentioned again, although it will be mentioned again later in the book. The sheriff continued to insist he had a case against Raymond Hardy, claiming inconsistent statements and that the boy had changed his story under questioning.

Such as?

How he got blood on his hat. He was wearing a grey felt hat when he visited his girlfriend. The next morning the hat had blood on it. Hardy first said that the hat must have gotten blood on it when he hung it up on the south wall of his house, but there was no peg on the south wall, so he said he had hung it on the east wall, near where his mother’s body had been found. He said that it must have fallen off and gotten blood on it, but the sheriff said that the peg was a good two feet from the sofa where the blood was. Hardy finally said he didn’t know how the blood got there. The county attorney thought that the inconsistent stories about the hat were critical evidence.

The sheriff now asserted that Hardy’s motive for the murders was to inherit the family’s property—their livestock, machinery, and household goods—and to have a place to live with his new bride.

The sheriff asserted that Hardy changed small details in his story about finding the bodies—but we will note that the sheriff himself has now changed the very essence of his story twice, alleging first that the murders were committed because the family opposed the marriage, then that Hardy had quarreled with his father over chores, then that he had committed the murders in an effort to inherit the family’s modest possessions. And, oh yeah, what bride doesn’t want to move into a rental house that has recently been the scene of three grisly murders?

It is immaterial how the blood got onto the hat, since: a) the blood was not on the hat at the time he had visited his girlfriend, and b) the bodies were cold by the time they were discovered. If Raymond Hardy committed the murders, he had to have committed them before he visited his girlfriend, not after. That would mean that, if the blood got onto the hat as he was committing the murders, it would have been there when he visited his girlfriend’s family. Since the blood had to get onto the hat after the visit, it cannot be evidence about the crime.

A note was found in a drawer in Raymond’s room, giving $1,000 from James Hardy to each of his two sons, Earl and Raymond. It was just a gag, said Raymond; the note was a forgery, but it was just a joke. The story about the bridled horse could not be true, said the sheriff, because he had found the bridle and saddle in the barn, covered with dust, as if they had not been moved for some time. Raymond Hardy was arrested with money in his pockets; he could not adequately explain, said the sheriff, where the money had come from. Another spoke in the wheel of evidence surrounding him was a gun. Earl Hardy’s pistol had been hanging on a peg near where he was murdered. After the crime it was missing from its holster, but the gun was later found in a locked suitcase in Raymond Hardy’s room. It wasn’t the same gun, said Raymond. He and his brother had purchased identical pistols. This was his.

The newspapers were now certain that Raymond Hardy had murdered his family. The Waterloo Courier reported on June 8 that “developments since Monday . . . have strengthened, rather than weakened, the belief of Sheriff A. A. Nicholson and his officers and County Attorney J. H. Egermayer that Raymond Hardy, the youngest and only living member of the family, committed the crimes.”

Yesterday, the day before what was to have been his wedding day at Newton, Raymond submitted to a three hours’ examination and grilling in his cell by County Attorney Egermayer. Under the examination which at times, Egermayer said, was as racking as could well be imagined, Raymond stood calm, and unflinching. Without, speaking figuratively, “batting an eye,” and in a calm and even tone of voice he answered every question put to him. Cool and collected, without ever once losing his temper he told and retold details of the tragedy, of the Sunday it happened and of his past life and conduct. Back and forth, crossing and re-crossing and jumping here and there, first touching one detail then another, the prosecutor led him. But the lad faltered but little, although the county attorney said that in details he tripped in his story.

This, again, from the Waterloo Courier. On the morning of June 9, the day after the funerals, Hardy was found unconscious on the floor of his cell, bleeding heavily from the nose. It appeared that he may have broken his nose in a suicide attempt, banging his head against the walls. Hardy refused to explain what had happened to him, and the sheriff insisted there had been no suicide attempt. A paragraph quoting neighbors in support of the beleaguered boy—and containing no other information—was headlined ominously “Raymond is an enigma.”

Five hundred people crowded into Melbourne to learn what they could from the inquest; teams of horses were tied up along the street in every conceivable place. Mabel Starnes, Raymond’s fiancée, was the first witness. She was several years older than the accused, about twenty-four, and in fact she was pregnant, although the newspapers never alluded to this, and always referred to her, throughout the ordeal, in respectful terms. She had worked on the Hardy farm, for Mrs. Hardy, in the past. She said that the last time she had seen Mrs. Hardy, a few days before the murder, she had helped Mrs. Hardy feed the chickens, and Mrs. Hardy had told her that once they were married half of the chickens would be theirs. Mrs. Hardy had never expressed any opposition to the marriage, and did not advise them not to get married. Mabel said that Raymond Hardy seemed in every respect normal throughout the evening. Raymond Hardy was asked whether he sounded the alarm over the telephone before or after finding his brother’s body. He said that he couldn’t remember; the entire sequence of events was like a dream to him, and he had no firm hold on it. On June 10, 1910, the coroner’s jury failed to find sufficient evidence to hold Ray Hardy, and ordered his release.

On June 11, Governor Carroll of Iowa offered a $300 reward for the apprehension and conviction of the murderer(s). A Professor Macy of Highland Park College in Des Moines (now part of Drake University) examined the bloodstained clothes to attempt to determine whether the blood was human blood or chicken blood, but he made no public statement as to his findings. The wallpaper with the handprint in blood was peeled off the wall; this also was to be submitted to experts in an effort to prove that it matched Raymond Hardy’s hand. Experts concluded that there was insufficient ridge detail for the prints to be usable.

Within days after the murders, neighbors had moved in and scrubbed the crime scene clean, washing the blood off of and out of anything that could be cleaned. Two days after his release Raymond Hardy returned to the scene of the murders and, assisted by his neighbors, boxed up all of his belongings and cleared out, going to stay with relatives in Des Moines. Sheriff Nicholson was there as this was being done, and newspaper reporters.

Another small town in Marshall County is Luray, Iowa; Luray is southwest of Marshalltown, which makes it to the northeast of Melbourne, and less than five miles straight north of Van Cleve; I’m sure you have that all straight. Anyway, a man named Frank Wickersham, who lived and loved in Luray, came forward belatedly with the information that, on the morning of June 6, he was riding the train north toward Marshalltown, when two men got on the train in Melbourne. No one knew them, and they spoke to no one. One of them had a good deal of blood on his coat, and several of the other passengers remarked on it. However, since none of the passengers knew that the murders had occurred the previous evening, no effort was made to identify the man, who rode the train on north when Wickersham debarked in Luray.

By the end of June donations had increased the reward fund for the apprehension of the murderers to $885. By mid-July Raymond Hardy had moved in with the Starnes family, and was helping them tend to the crops on his old farm. Being only nineteen years of age he needed the consent of a guardian to marry Miss Starnes. A neighbor was named his legal guardian, and they were married in Newton on or about August 12, 1910. On September 12 the possessions of the Hardy family were sold at a public auction. Prices were inflated, as people turned out to bid on relics from the infamous crime. Neighbors pressed for a grand jury to investigate the murders, but officials decided that would be a waste of money, since there was no new evidence to present.

A baby boy, Otis Herbert, was born to Mabel in early October, five months after the murders. The couple moved to Minnesota, where they had two more children and raised a family. Mabel Starnes Hardy died in 1951, and Raymond Hardy passed away on May 24, 1969. The house where the murders occurred still stands, and is occupied today. The Web site “Iowa Cold Cases” has a photo of the house, dated 2012.



CHAPTER V

The New Orleans Axeman

The preface to the story of the New Orleans Axeman was a gruesome attack on July 8, 1908, which ended the life of a man named Alfonse Durel, who had lived on Bourbon Street. This appeared, at the time, to be an isolated albeit unusual event, and it is not mentioned in most accounts of the series of crimes by the New Orleans Axeman. As that was the preface, the first chapter, then, was the murder of August Crutti (and the attack on his wife) on August 14, 1910. We’re going to skip the details because, frankly, it’s not our story.

Five weeks later, whoever had attacked the Cruttis attacked another pair of Italian grocers, Joseph and Vincenta Risetto. Both survived the attack, although Joseph died a couple of years later, perhaps as a consequence of his wounds. The attacks on the Cruttis and Risettos were so obviously similar that the press immediately connected them:

Exhibiting all the gruesome details of the crime committed at August Crutti’s grocery, at Lesseps and Royal Streets, on August 14th, a bloody duplicate of that deed was uncovered yesterday morning when Joseph Risetto, an Italian grocer, was found on the floor of his bed-room covered with blood from a wound on the face, while his wife lay mortally wounded on the bed.

—The Daily Herald, Gulfport, Mississippi, September 21, 1910

We believe that Mrs. Risetto survived the attack; the newspaper jumped the gun in saying that she was mortally wounded. There were more attacks in New Orleans in 1911 and 1912, and then there was a break of several years in that series, which resumed in earnest in May of 1918, and terrified New Orleans in 1918 and 1919.

The story of the New Orleans Axeman is vastly better known than The Man from the Train; information about it appears in many different books, which some of you have read. Because of this, you may be wondering whether The Man from the Train and the New Orleans Axeman could be one and the same.

No.

Absolutely not.

The Man from the Train and the New Orleans Axeman have five things in common:

1. Both attacked people with an axe.

2. Both attacked in the middle of the night.

3. Both normally used an axe taken from the premises.

4. Both abandoned the axe at the scene of the crime.

5. Neither was primarily a thief.

However, when you look at the small details of the crimes, virtually everything is different. The Man from the Train almost always attacked within an hour of midnight. The New Orleans Axeman attacked later in the morning, 3:00 to 4:00 a.m. The Man from the Train attacked with the blunt side of the axe, almost always; the New Orleans Axeman with the sharp side of the axe. The Man from the Train used a heavy axe, like you would use to chop down a tree; the New Orleans Axeman used a smaller axe, more of a meat cleaver than an axe.

The New Orleans Axeman primarily attacked adults, and walked past children to attack adults on numerous occasions. The Man from the Train attacked everyone in the house, but had a special interest in juvenile females. The New Orleans Axeman attacked in a city, and only one city. The Man from the Train never attacked anyone in a real city, although he did commit attacks that were located on the periphery of smaller cities.

The Man from the Train either sealed the house up tight when he left, or set it afire, or both. The New Orleans Axeman did neither. Almost all of the attack sites of The Man from the Train are within a short walk of the railroad. Some of the New Orleans Axeman’s attacks were close to the railroad, but most were not. August Crutti’s grocery was within five feet of the railroad, or even less, but the attacker was seen leaving the scene of the crime on foot, walking away from the railroad.

The New Orleans Axeman, although he was not “really” a thief or not primarily a thief, sometimes did steal things, and usually forced victims to open the safe for him or to hand over their valuables, as if he was pretending to be a thief to confuse the police. The Man from the Train never stole anything from the scene of a murder, and is never known to have threatened to do so, which the New Orleans Axeman did repeatedly. They are simply not the same.

Another thing that distinguishes the two is that the New Orleans Axeman was an amateur. There is nothing remotely comical about either series of events, but the New Orleans Axeman was almost comically inept at committing murder, at least compared to The Man from the Train. Keven McQueen (The Axman Came from Hell and Other Southern True Crime Stories) says that the New Orleans Axeman attacked twenty-two people, of whom twelve survived and ten died. Every account of those crimes has a slightly different take on which crimes are part of the series and which are not; as is true in our case, it is impossible to know for certain which crimes should be included. But by any accounting, most of the people who were hit in the face, the head, or the throat by the New Orleans Axeman actually survived the event, and that’s not including the dozen or more people who were sleeping in an adjoining room and were not attacked. When The Man from the Train broke into your house, you were dead. You were not going to live to tell the police about it. Let us say that 55 percent of those attacked by the New Orleans Axeman and 70 to 80 percent of those who were in the home at the time of the attack survived. For The Man from the Train, the parallel percentages would be about 3 percent and 6 percent—perhaps lower than that, but not higher.



CHAPTER VI

Which Is Not Really a Chapter

On September 20, 1910, the family of John Zoos was murdered with an axe near Byers, Pennsylvania, a town that no longer exists. We will skip over the story entirely for now, but will tell you the story very briefly later in the book.

On November 20, 1910, the family of Oda Hubbell was murdered in their home near Barnard, Missouri. A man named Hezekiah Rasco was arrested for the crime within hours, and was executed by the state of Missouri in March 1912.

For the moment, we are treating this also as an unrelated event. There are several things about the crime that suggest the possibility that it could be a part of our series, but the best evidence is that it is not. You will be better equipped to decide what you think about that after you know more about the patterns of the crimes, so we will hold off for now and tell you about the Zoos and the Hubbells later, in chapter XXXVII.



CHAPTER VII

Martin City

Like Byers, Pennsylvania, Martin City, Missouri, was never exactly a town, and is no longer anything. Martin City was about where 135th Street in Kansas City is now, and right next to the Kansas state line. The Bernhardt (or Barnhardt) family lived on a farm within walking distance of Martin City, but on the Kansas side of the line, in Johnson County, Kansas, in an area that was then fifteen miles south of Kansas City, but that has since been swallowed up by urban sprawl. A rail line ran through Johnson County (and still does), coming within a half-mile of the Bernhardt farm, then dodging east a little distance and going through Martin City on the east side.

On December 10, 1910, a rural mail carrier named Gray noticed that the Bernhardt family had not picked up their mail in several days. Finding a couple of road workers repairing a culvert a half-mile up the road, Gray asked if they had heard anything of the Bernhardt family. They said they didn’t know anything, but as the three men were talking another neighbor stopped to join the conversation. He said that he hadn’t heard anything of the Bernhardts for several days and had been concerned about them, so the four men decided to visit the farm and check on the welfare of the family.

Dogs chained up near the barn had not been fed or watered in days, and were near death. A horse whinnied desperately inside the barn. Entering the barn, they saw the horse straining to feed from a small pile of hay just outside its reach. The pile of hay didn’t look right. Approaching the hay, one of the searchers saw a dark piece of cloth. Pushing up the hay, they found what they at first assumed was the body of George Bernhardt.

Rushing to Martin City to use a telephone, they sent a message to the sheriff of Johnson County, Sheriff Stead (or Steed): “A murder has been committed on the Bernhardt farm. Come at once.” Sheriff Stead borrowed an automobile from a friend and rushed immediately toward Martin City, where he found four men anxiously waiting at the end of the driveway. Walking the sheriff back to the barn, the men realized that they had been so upset that they had forgotten to tend to the desperate horse. They pushed the hay off of the dead man, and discovered with a shock that it was not Bernhardt, but someone else, someone much younger. The body of Bernhardt lay a few feet away, and near that, another pile of hay, underneath which there was another body.

The three men were George Bernhardt, forty, Tom Morgan, a seventeen-year-old who was visiting the family from his home about ten miles to the north, and a man initially identified as Glenn Cotner, a hired hand. Glenn Cotner turned out to be alive and well on a farm some distance away, but he knew who the hired man was. It was James Graves, a native of Oregon. The victims had been hit in the head with a pickaxe. In the house the searchers found the fourth body, that of seventy-five-year-old Emeline Bernhardt. She was found in a closet on the second floor. Her skull had been crushed by a clock weight, and she had died on the floor of the closet.

The Johnson County prosecutor, C. B. Little, arrived at the farm within hours. Little drove to Martin City to use a telephone, and called Kansas City police officials, asking for their help in investigating the murders.

The Bernhardts were well off; they had a nice farmhouse, and “according to neighbors, Mrs. Bernhardt always kept a large amount of money in the house.” They were suspicious, distrustful people who did not associate with their neighbors. When they needed a hired hand on the farm they would contact an employment agency. The normal practice would have been to hire a neighbor, or, even more common, to trade work with the neighbors. The Bernhardts would drive up to Kansas City to an employment agency, hire a complete stranger, and then they would warn the hired man not to associate with the neighbors. The neighbors said that Mrs. Bernhardt did not trust banks, choosing to hide her money in the pan drawer at the bottom of her kitchen range. Later on it would be learned that she had more than $3,000 in banks, which was a good deal of money at that time.

The police thought immediately that they had an idea who had committed the crime. The Bernhardts had had trouble with a hired man, serious enough trouble that it had reached the point of police reports. In addition, there were bloody fingerprints on the outside of the closet where Mrs. Bernhardt had died, large prints that appeared to have been made by a man’s hand. But the neighbors also told the newspapers—and presumably the police—that they had seen a strange man hanging around the Bernhardt farm for two or three days.

Edward P. Boyle, chief of detectives in Kansas City, took charge of the investigation. He was a veteran detective and a very savvy guy. Within hours, Boyle had changed the direction of the investigation. Inside the closet, which had recently been whitewashed, Boyle found the bloody prints from four fingers and a thumb of a man’s left hand. A section of the wall was cut out and taken to Kansas City. Inspector Boyle developed a list of all of the hired men who had worked at the Bernhardt house in recent months, so that their fingerprints could be compared to those found at the scene.

The pickaxe was found in the barn, its handle covered in blood, and a button was found near the victims, a button probably from a man’s shirt, while none of the dead men was missing any shirt buttons. The head of the pickaxe had apparently flown off during the last murder in the barn. A clock weight was found in the barn like the one used to murder Mrs. Bernhardt. The search of the house revealed a strong box in which the family’s money and their valuable papers had been kept. The box was undisturbed.

Boyle studied the victims. The hired man and the seventeen-year-old visitor, he discovered, had been killed by a single blow to the head—but the Bernhardts had been savagely beaten, as if by someone who hated them. I was shocked to read this, in a 1910 newspaper. In a modern police investigation, if one victim of a multiple homicide bore the main brunt of the attack, the police would immediately focus on this, since it would indicate anger directed at that victim. However, I had always believed that this insight came about in the age of the profiler, mid-1970s on. But here it is, in a 1910 newspaper. Inspector Boyle states quite clearly that he now believes that revenge was the motive for the crime, not robbery, and that the reason for his belief is the level of violence directed at the two victims who lived on the farm, as opposed to those who were more transient.

A newspaper reported “it was learned that on Wednesday, the day on which the murdered persons were last seen alive, a mysterious wagon was seen at the Bernhardt farm. This wagon contained three men. That afternoon neighbors heard screaming coming from the vicinity of the farmhouse. A short time after this the wagon containing the three men was driven rapidly away from the vicinity.”

The story of the three men and the wagon and the screaming never comes back up after this first telling. It appears that Inspector Boyle simply ignored this story, treating it as a part of the excited gossip that always occurs after an event of this kind. The central puzzle of the crime, however, is how one murderer was able to overcome three adult men, given that those men were presumably awake, alert, and in possession of their faculties (presumably so, since they were found in the barn, rather than in their beds). Even if the murderer had a gun, he couldn’t have done that. He would have had to put down the gun to hit somebody in the head with an axe, and this certainly would have provided the other two men with the opportunity to either fight or flee. If there were three people involved in the murder, that would explain how that could happen.

John Feagle had the next farm over from the Bernhardts. They didn’t get along. Feagle had caught the seventeen-year-old Tom Morgan setting traps on his property, and had run him off. Morgan said that George Bernhardt had told him it would be OK. Feagle went over to the Bernhardts and demanded to know why Bernhardt had given Morgan permission to set traps on his (Feagle’s) property. Bernhardt said that he hadn’t. Emeline Bernhardt came out, joined in the quarrel, and called Feagle a liar. That was the last time the Bernhardts had been seen alive.

Feagle was interviewed at length by Inspector Boyle and Kansas City Chief of Police H. T. Zimmer. Feagle told inconsistent stories, or anyway they said that he did. Feagle said that he had heard cries of distress from the Bernhardt home later that night, and had seen two hunters leaving the property. He recognized the men. On December 12, two days after the bodies were discovered, Feagle was arrested. After his arrest bloody overalls and bloody clothes were found, said the police, hidden in a closet on the second floor of his home.

If I could digress for a minute—alerting you in advance that Feagle will be cleared of the crime—note the use of the terms hidden or concealed in the above description. (Both terms were frequently used in reporting the discovery of the clothes in the closet.) Feagle and his wife and his father said that wasn’t blood, that was paint; he had painted the barn red. As to the clothes being “hidden” in a second-floor closet, do you remember the lantern that was found “hidden” in Howard Little’s barn? Where exactly would you expect to find soiled and useless clothing? Hanging in the entryway? Laid out on the kitchen table? Draped over the bannister? Isn’t a box in a second-floor closet about where you would expect to find these things?

I am not anti-police; I am pro-police. I am all in favor of the police catching the bad guys and stringing them up by their murderous little thumbs. But I want to point out how easy it is for the police, once they decide that you committed a crime, to start shading the facts to make you look guilty. If dirty clothes are found in the laundry basket, then the accused is in the process of cleaning up the evidence; if they are in a box, they are “hidden” in the box. The accused “gave contradictory stories”; the same was said about Howard Little—as it can always be said; the police can always say that you gave contradictory accounts of what happened or of where you were. Learning to filter that stuff out is essential to thinking clearly about the evidence in crime stories. These claims are meaningless shadings of the truth much more often than they are valid characterizations.





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE MAN
FROM THE

TRAIN

THE SOLVING OF A CENTURY-OLD
SERIAL KILLER MYSTERY

BILL JAMES

and RACHEL McCARTHY JAMES

SCRIBNER
New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi






OEBPS/images/9781476796277.jpg
e -
PCD S *

“[An] incredible book...Even more remarkable, -'.
the [authors] actually seem to solve the case.”
—THE RALEIGH NEWS & OBSERVER
=" “This is no pure whodunit, but rather a how-many-did-he-do.”
—THE BUFFALO NEWS
e
T
_,'
g

I P

14

pey






OEBPS/images/f0031-01.jpg
w_..__———m_v——__—-\____——-.._._————.

|
|

q;
Hardy %I\,? i

Farm

E%W& [

{..—._—.—.—_-M——\___-__.m——a—-__—.—  —








