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INTRODUCTION


“Cold cases are hot” may be a clichéd way to introduce this book, but it’s true. An internet search for “best cold case podcasts” yields 549 hits, with titles ranging from The Cold-Case Christianity Podcast to Lesbian Detectives to Otzi The Iceman Must Die. Television, of course, loves cold cases, both fictional and real—Cold Case, Cold Case Spotlight, Unsolved Mysteries, Cold Case Files, Cold Justice, Who Killed JonBenét Ramsey?, yada yada. And books? Let’s not even go there.


Estimates of the number of murders that go unsolved in the United States annually range between 30 and 50 percent—and that doesn’t even account for wrongful convictions. According to FBI data, 346,000 cases of homicide and nonnegligent manslaughter went unsolved from 1965 to 2023. Any way you slice it, a lot of the people who commit murder walk away scot-free.


New York, according to the FBI, recorded about 80,000 homicides over that forty-eight-year span, second only to Texas. New York’s clearance rate was 65 percent, meaning some 28,000 murders have gone unsolved. Not great, but a lot better than California’s staggering total of 52,480.


The most famous cold case of all time? Almost certainly the Jack the Ripper murders in Whitehall, London, between 1888 and 1891 (canonically at least). Some of the many, many, many people obsessed with the Ripper maintain that he crossed the pond, landing in America in 1891, and may even have picked up right where he left oﬀ with the evisceration of Carrie Brown, a mysterious old drunkard known around Manhattan’s East River waterfront bars for reciting entire passages of William Shakespeare in exchange for a few swigs from the bottle. The death of Brown, nicknamed Old Shakespeare, is the second oldest covered in these pages, after the 1870 slaying of wealthy financier Benjamin Nathan, proof that the Angel of Death is impervious to economic bias.


Because so many mobsters have called New York home, and because underworld etiquette requires that they clam up when asked—even on their deathbed—to identify their assassins, the state has been the setting for a formidable number of unsolved gangland killings. The thug we single out here is Abraham “Bo” Weinberg, a Dutch Schultz gunman who is himself a popular suspect in the unsolved murders of Jack “Legs” Diamond and Arnold Rothstein. On the other side of the law, NYPD officers Joseph Lynch and Ferdinand Socha perished while attempting to defuse a bomb at the 1940 World’s Fair in Queens; the ensuing investigation turned up almost nothing of value but did lead to suspicion that our good chums the Brits may have been involved, under the direction of the “Man Called Intrepid” himself, Sir William Stephenson, the template for Ian Fleming’s James Bond.


A family of farmers in upstate New York; a world-renowned bridge player/Lothario; a quiet, unassuming New York City laundryman; a ne’er-do-well Massachusetts Navy vet who had the misfortune of crossing paths one fateful day with the scion of the baking empire that has blessed us with Hostess cupcakes and Twinkies; a failed New York City writer who seemed to have vanished oﬀ the face of the earth; and a mystery woman whose very identity has baffled authorities for decades—in life they would seem to have had little in common, but in death they share an unfortunate distinction: all laid six feet under by murderers never held accountable for their sins. Here in these pages we remember them . . . and maybe even solve one or two of their murders.





			    





1


Who Wants to Kill a Millionaire?


New York City


Benjamin Nathan was probably exhausted when he finally went to bed the night of Thursday, July 28, 1870. A terrible storm had been building through the evening, bringing with it torrents of rain against a backdrop of lightning flashes. Earlier in the day, Nathan, a wealthy, semiretired financier, had traveled back to his stately brownstone mansion at 12 East 23rd Street, at the corner of Fifth Avenue, in Manhattan, leaving his wife and family back in their country estate in Morristown, New Jersey. Nathan had returned home on the eve of the anniversary of his mother’s death, intending to honor her passing at his synagogue in the morning. After attending to some business that afternoon in his downtown offices, he came back home, later spending the evening visiting relatives, returning home a little before 10:00 p.m. Shortly after that, his son Frederick came home and stopped by Benjamin’s bedroom to wish him goodnight. Benjamin asked if Frederick’s younger brother, Washington, was home yet, and Frederick responded he didn’t think so; by the time Washington did get home, around 12:15 a.m., his father was asleep, and the sprawling upscale estate was quiet.


Washington woke shortly before 6:00 a.m. the next morning, little prepared for the horrific sight he was about to discover. The house was still quiet as he put on his socks and, before changing out of his nightshirt, went downstairs intending to get a glass of ice water and to see if his father was awake yet. On his way, he ran into his brother Frederick, now stirring—Frederick said he needn’t bother checking on their father, as he would certainly be up and about already. As he came down from the third floor to the second, where his father was staying, Washington suspected his brother was wrong, as the door to his father’s bedroom was still firmly shut. Upon entering the room, he did not find his father oversleeping; the bed was unoccupied. However, looking in the direction of the adjoining room, which served as an office for his father, he saw the shape of a body lying face down in the doorway.


Washington apprehensively approached the body with mounting dread, not noticing that his stockinged feet were soaking up the blood that had saturated the carpet. The body appeared lifeless. Washington turned and ran back to the hall, screaming “Murder!” while trailing bloody footsteps in his wake. Frederick was quick to respond: Thinking that his brother was being attacked, he bounded down the stairs before entering the room and performing a cursory examination of the body for himself. He then rejoined his brother, and the pair hurtled down the stairs heading to the busy streets outside—both brothers later recalled noticing that the front door of the house had been left partially open.


Together they created a great ruckus in the street, screaming “Help! Police! Murder!” Although it was only a little after 6:00 a.m., the Nathans lived at the corner of Fifth Avenue and Twenty-third Street, in one of the most affluent and busiest neighborhoods in New York City. Among the passersby alerted to their screams was Officer John Magnum, assigned to patrol the neighborhood. Magnum was quickly persuaded to return with the Nathan brothers to their house to see the body. Upon closer examination, they discovered their father’s body was still warm, prompting Washington to run back downstairs to the street, this time yelling for a doctor. Directly across the street from the Nathans’ mansion stood the luxurious Fifth Avenue Hotel, an elite social, cultural, and political hub at the time, and its resident doctor was summoned. Sadly, the doctor confirmed what had been become increasingly evident to those on the scene: Benjamin Nathan was dead, presumably the victim of foul play.



AN UNLIKELY VICTIM



Benjamin Nathan was a capitalist and stockbroker who, by his mid-forties, had amassed enough wealth to semiretire—the stock exchange was always there for him to dabble with—and spend his later years focusing on other priorities, like health and family. At the time of his murder, he was fifty-seven and, having recovered from a lingering illness a few years earlier, was reportedly in the prime of his life; he was described as being a large, robust, attractive man. It was said that he was upright in business, steadfast in friendships, and kind in his ways—almost without an enemy in the world. While he was known particularly for contributing to Jewish charities, his goodwill extended to all mankind, with one close friend remarking, “It would be impossible to estimate the extent of the circle on which his sad death falls as an absolute calamity.”
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THE JOURNAL AND TRIBUNE





Nathan came from money, with his family’s roots dating back to America’s colonial times, and was esteemed in society circles for his generosity, notably helping to establish Mount Sinai Hospital and gifting an estimated $500,000 to the hospital and other charities throughout his lifetime; he was serving as president of the board of directors of the hospital at the time of his death. The New York Stock Exchange, which Nathan had been a member of for more than thirty years, issued resolutions expressing sympathy for the family and closed its doors on the morning of August 1 so that members could attend Benjamin’s funeral. The NYSE’s flags were set at half-mast to honor his passing.





A SHOCKING SCENE



The Nathan brothers’ cries of alarm had attracted a multitude of interested parties to their house, including friends, relatives, and complete strangers who just happened to be in the vicinity. Within a few hours, the crime scene had been secured by the police, with Superintendent John Jourdan himself arriving on the site before 9:00 a.m.


As found at the scene, the body of Benjamin Nathan was lying on its back, slightly inclined to the left. His head was straight, while his right leg extended out across the doorway and his left was drawn up, jammed against the door. His hands were extended outward, with the right one laying a little higher up than the left; both hands were partially open, not tightly clenched. He was wearing only a nightshirt, smeared with blood from head to foot.


It appeared that his skull had been crushed by a blunt instrument; his face and eyes had been bruised, and there were two large wounds on his head. Both of his hands also had bruises, and some of his fingers were broken. Blood and bits of brain had soaked into the carpet and splattered across the wall dividing the two rooms, indicating his death had come after a violent struggle.


In Nathan’s bedroom, a gray coat, a pair of trousers, and a white shirt were draped over a chair near the window opposite the bed; the clothes had a few spots of blood on them. The bed had a somewhat impromptu feel to it; four mattresses were hastily piled one on top of the other, as Nathan’s return from his country estate had intruded upon work being done on his quarters. On the bed was a wooden drawer that had been removed from a safe in the office. The drawer contained only a few French and American coins and a handful of documents. On a table by the bed were his eyeglasses, which he reportedly struggled to see without.


Past the body, into the office, the shutter on the desk had been left open, with a few papers left scattered on the desk’s surface. The chair was upturned and had marks on it, suggesting it had played a part in the struggle; the bottom of the chair was streaked with blood and contained matted hair.


The safe in the office was found open, its drawer discarded on the bed in the other room. Nathan’s sons later testified that their father rarely kept much in the way of valuables or cash there; these he left in his offices downtown. He usually kept only a few bonds in his home safe—some of these were found thrown about on the bed—and other paperwork, perhaps a little petty cash to pay the servants’ salaries. Washington found the key, which his father usually kept on his person, still in the safe’s lock.




Missing from the body, it was later learned, were a set of three 1¾ carat stud diamonds embedded in Nathan’s shirt and his large Jurgensen’s gold hunting-case watch, with an accompanying stem winder to which was attached a heavy gold link chain with two seals, one of which was a monogram comprising the letters B.N.


Perhaps the most significant piece of evidence had been discovered by Washington Nathan as he returned to the street for the second time to call out for medical assistance. On his way back down the stairs, he noticed an iron rod approximately two feet long and an inch and a half thick lying on the marble floor near the front door. The rod’s ends were flattened and turned down at right angles. Washington was sure he had never seen it before. He pointed the suspicious item out to Officer Magnum, who was accompanying him. Magnum quickly took possession of the rod, which was later identified as an “iron dog”—a tool used by carpenters employed at sea to caulk and clamp ship planks with oakum, a binding consisting of hemp rope and tar. The dog had blood and hair smeared along its curve.



FINAL DAYS AND HOURS



Benjamin Nathan had been spending the better part of the summer vacationing with his family at their country estate in New Jersey. He returned to his Fifth Avenue home on July 28 intending to honor the anniversary of his mother’s death the following morning by attending services with his sons at their synagogue. That afternoon he attended to some business downtown, with Washington assisting him with a stock purchase. Later that evening he joined his two sons for a visit at the home of Rabbi Julius Lyons, who was also his brother-in-law. Washington was the first to leave the Lyons residence, around 7:30 p.m. Frederick said goodnight to his aunt and uncle and departed a short time after, while Benjamin stayed until a little after 9:00 p.m.


It was around midnight when Frederick returned home. As was his custom, he stopped at his father’s room on the second floor to check on him. His father was still awake and oﬀered him a glass of ice water from a pitcher he had on his bedside table; he also asked if Washington was home yet. Frederick declined the water and said he didn’t think Washington had returned because the key wasn’t left in the front door—the Nathans had developed a system by which the second-to-last person to come home in the evening would take the key to the front door from a nearby drawer and insert it into the lock, leaving it for the last person home to lock up before he went to bed. Benjamin and Frederick bid each other goodnight, and Frederick retired to his bedroom on the third floor.




It wasn’t too much later that Washington returned from his night out, finding the key left by his brother and securing the house. He also went to check on his father but found the door closed and the light oﬀ, so continued on to his bedroom, also on the third floor.


Seemingly, the night passed undisturbed, as neither Frederick nor Washington—nor Mrs. Ann Kelly and her son, William, who lived and worked in the house as domestic servants and were the only other inhabitants of the Nathan home on the night of Thursday, July 28—heard anything that disturbed them during the night. However unlikely, they all must have slept through what the crime scene indicated was a brutal struggle that ended with Benjamin Nathan’s demise.



BOTCHED BURGLARY



All of the early evidence pointed toward Benjamin Nathan’s murder resulting from a burglary attempt that had ended in disaster. Based on the testimony of his sons, Nathan was in his bed at midnight and presumably asleep by 12:15 a.m. When discovered, the body had already begun to grow cold, and its spilled blood had had time to coagulate, putting the time of death between 12:30 and 3:30 a.m. The detectives conceived of a scenario where a burglar, or burglars, had broken in to ransack the place, waking Nathan in the process. As indicated by the splattering of blood on the wall, carpet, and pile of clothes, it seemed that a fatal struggle had ensued, likely involving the iron dog that was discarded by the front door, almost as an afterthought, as the killer fled.


The detectives and press debated whether the perpetrators were “professional burglars” or more of the “loafer” variety, taking advantage of an opportunity that had arisen. Superintendent Jourdan believed it was the work of a lone professional, citing the lack of a firearm, which a burglar would not carry, leaving only the dog as an improvised murder weapon. However, the fact that a violent altercation had occurred and the discovery of the iron dog—useless as a burglar’s tool to pry open windows, doors, or safes—argued for the culprit being an amateur; an experienced burglar would always seek to flee whenever possible, which he would have had ample opportunity to do in this instance. Regardless of whether the killer was a seasoned professional who had strategically planned the operation, perhaps botched only by Nathan’s unexpected return from New Jersey, or an opportunistic miscreant who got in over his head, an obvious question remained: How did they gain access to the house?


The Nathans’ four-story high-stoop brownstone mansion, situated across the street from the Fifth Avenue Hotel, was enormous. The kitchen and laundry rooms were located in the English basement, while the first floor had spacious halls, butler pantries, a parlor, and a dining room. The layout of the second floor, where Benjamin Nathan’s body was found, was described by the press as “peculiar”: The stairway opened up to a long, sweeping hall that ran more than half the floor lengthwise. Leading oﬀ from this room was the office, or library, which Nathan’s legs were extending out of when the body was found, while the rest of his body was prone in the large reception room that was serving as his bedroom. The middle of the floor consisted of numerous closets, bathrooms, toilet rooms, and dressing rooms, while Mrs. Kelly’s bedroom and adjoining quarters, paralleling those of the Nathans’ in the front of the house, took up the rear of the floor. Frederick and Washington had bedrooms on the third floor, while William Kelly had a room on the fourth.
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WIKIMEDIA





There were two main entryways into the house: the primary, front door and a back door leading into the basement. On the night in question, both brothers were sure that they had secured the front door, specifically recalling their family custom of locking the door in stages determined by the order in which they returned home. The basement, housing the kitchen and laundry rooms, was largely the purview of the domestic servants, and the back door had lately been secured by Mrs. Kelly and her son. They were sure that the back door had been secured that evening, and Mrs. Kelly later testified at the inquest that soon after the body was discovered, she went down to the basement and found the door still closed and locked. Additionally, one of the detectives who had arrived on the scene early said there were no signs of forced entry on any of the windows or doors of the home.
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Although only the Nathans and the Kellys had slept in the house that night, a complicating variable was that in recent days access to the house had been practically unfettered as a parade of carpenters, plumbers, masons, and general laborers had been in and out trying to finish the upgrades and repairs while the Nathans were away; in the day before the murder alone, two carpenters, a mason, and a laborer had been working on the house. When the men were questioned, the general consensus emerged that they usually entered the premises via the basement in the back, admitted by Mrs. Kelly or her son, although occasionally they had gone in the front door. Despite the security system in place, the men reported that at times the door had been left open, such as when William Kelly was sweeping the sidewalk.


One carpenter recalled coming to work a little late one morning, and after Mrs. Kelly let him in, he inquired if his fellow worker had shown up yet. She said no, and he went oﬀ to work, waiting for his comrade to arrive. After some time had passed, he returned to their common work hall, where he was told his friend had left for work hours ago. He returned to the Nathans’ and found his friend on a diﬀerent floor in a far corner, where he had been working since arriving early that morning—his presence had been completely unknown to the carpenter or anyone else in the huge mansion.




The unique architecture of the Nathans’ luxurious home, one of the most elegant and spacious private residences in the city, also helped solve another mystery lingering around the murder. Detectives were initially baffled as to how the other four inhabitants sleeping in the house that night were not disturbed by what presumably had been a violent struggle, based on the splattered blood and upturned furniture found at the scene of the crime. However, upon testing the scenario by re-creating the sound of Benjamin Nathan’s hypothetical fight to his death, police discovered that it was impossible to hear any sound at all from the other bedrooms in the house.



WITNESSES EMERGE



Police tracked down two witnesses who had passed by the house in the early hours of the morning, both with promising nuggets of information. Patrick Devoy, a waiter at Ford & Kessinger’s on Fifth Avenue, was returning home from a late shift and remembered passing by the Nathans’ at around 12:30 a.m. when he saw a closed carriage parked a few houses down. Devoy saw a man lying in the coach and asked him to move along but received no reply. After he arrived home, his wife informed him that the carriage had been there since 10:30 p.m., as the evening storm raged. Devoy had trouble getting to sleep; finally, around 1:30 a.m. he saw a man abruptly mount the box and drive oﬀ rapidly in the direction of Broadway.


Devoy’s story seemed credible, and investigators focused on tracking down the mysterious inhabitants of the late-night carriage, calling upon private livery stables in search of the suspicious coach. However, the lead lost its energy when it was revealed that the building the mysterious carriage was parked outside of was a “house of ill repute” and that the presence of carriages at odd hours there was not uncommon—Devoy and his wife were only housesitting and didn’t know the neighborhood all that well.


More impactful was the testimony of John Nies, a newsboy who had been delivering papers in the vicinity of the Nathans’ around 5:00 a.m. Nies remembered coming up to the Nathans’ front stoop that morning intending to stop there and fold his papers—the steps leading to the front door of the Nathans’ were sheltered by a portico, which had a projecting roof that served as a shield when it rained, as it had that morning. However, upon approaching the front steps, he noticed the front door was ajar, and so he quickly moved on to find another dry spot for his work, not wanting to be chastised by an early-rising maid or butler for trespassing.




Nies’s testimony established that the killers had likely departed by the front door sometime before 5:00 a.m., and Officer Magnum believed he had checked the Nathans’ front door and found it secure at 1:00 a.m. The detectives were closing in on the time of death, but this did little to facilitate the solving of the crime. Believing in the burglar theory, Superintendent Jourdan and his team focused their eﬀorts on three priorities: determining where the iron dog had come from, finding the watch and diamonds taken from Nathan’s shirt, and figuring out how the killer had entered and exited the house.


Police provided descriptions of the missing diamonds and watch to all jewelers, secondhand shops, and pawnbrokers, who were told to be on the lookout. And yet their eﬀorts proved futile. With the question of how the killer could have possibly gained access to the house still lingering, some newspapers began proposing alternatives to the burglar theory, explanations that also answered the question of how the killer had gotten inside: They were already there.



SOMEONE IN THE HOUSE



Most of the Nathan family was still in their country home in New Jersey when the murder occurred and largely managed to avoid the spotlight of press coverage; Frederick, and Washington especially, were not so lucky. Washington quickly became a leading suspect of the tabloids. After all, it was only his word that he had arrived home sometime after midnight, when everyone else, including his father, was in bed asleep. Washington was also the one who discovered the body in the morning as he went downstairs for a glass of ice water—it would have been child’s play to stage a robbery out of the scene by simply rifling through the contents of the safe. And when he was seen by Officer Magnum and the other witnesses who rushed to respond to the Nathan brothers’ cries in the street, his nightshirt was soaked with his father’s blood. Furthermore, the only blood found outside of the immediate area of the crime scene was that of Washington’s bloody footprints, trailing away from the body out into the stairway.


At the time of the murder, Washington Nathan was twenty-one years old, the sixth child in a family of eight. Washington was living at home, as were most of his siblings. He was employed as a Wall Street broker at Wright & Nathan, the firm he had started with money provided by his father. Although the business was not terribly successful, he testified that he was earning enough to pay his bills.


Washington was the only person of note to appear on the first day of a hurriedly put together coroner’s inquest and was reportedly still in an agitated state when questioned, just two days after finding his father’s body. The press reported that the inquest itself was “irregularly conducted,” with witness testimony at times being incorrectly transcribed or not recorded by the coroner at all. Faced with such criticism and with the first day yielding little useful information, investigators halted the proceedings to allow themselves a chance to review the facts and chase down leads. When the inquest resumed a week later, Washington returned to the stand, calmer now, not hurried and anxious as he had been the first day, despite increasingly probing questions from the coroner that delved into matters beyond the strict events of the murder to include sensitive areas of Washington’s private life.


Testimony from Frederick and Washington revealed that their father had been very generous to all of his adult children. Although they weren’t given an allowance, their father never refused them money when asked, perhaps only gently chiding them about being more responsible or inquiring into their aﬀairs. Washington had most recently received $5,000 from his father for his nascent broker business the previous year and had already repaid $1,000. It was revealed that on occasions, such as when he was lending out money, Benjamin would lightly criticize Washington for some of his lifestyle choices, such as staying out too late at night or not being more prudent with his money, but those who testified emphasized there was never any lasting ill will from these conversations. Family and friends confirmed that Washington and his father were on good terms.


From questioning about his activities on the night before the murder, it was revealed that Washington had been quite busy. After leaving his father and brother at his uncle’s, he strolled around the neighborhood a bit before meeting up with a friend named Mr. Gand, who accompanied him to the St. James Hotel for a glass of sherry. There he met up with a Mr. Arnold, two ladies, and another gentleman, all of whom then went on to dine at DelMonico’s before returning later to the St. James. A stroll down Fifth Avenue followed, during which Washington ran into an associate named Mr. Wolf. It was now nearly 11:00 p.m., and he took a cab to a friend’s house on Fourteenth Street, where he stayed for an hour or so until he went home.


Washington’s otherwise detailed account of what he did after leaving his uncle’s was notable for initially omitting the identity of the friend whose home he had visited just before the end of his evening. This was rectified when Clara Dale was called to the stand to confirm Washington’s story, which she did under brief and concise questioning on August 11. Although it was not revealed, or even alluded to, during the inquest, it was later learned that Washington had paid for the pleasure of Miss Dale’s company, helping to absolve him of his father’s murder but also casting a long shadow over his reputation at a time when violating social norms and mores often resulted in severe and lasting consequences.




Simply by virtue of arriving home earlier in the evening and being second downstairs the fateful morning, Frederick was spared much of the accusatory innuendo from the press that his brother faced; he also suﬀered less probing into his personal life at the inquest. Not as fortunate in this regard was the other male sleeping in the house that night, William Kelly, the housekeeper’s son. Ann Kelly was sixty years old and unlikely to be able to physically overcome Benjamin Nathan even if she did have a motive, which she did not. However, investigators seemed more interested in her son, who was described in early reports as “a very simple fellow.”


William Kelly was twenty-four years old and a veteran of the Union Army, having served during the Civil War. After the war ended, he held numerous jobs in a variety of professions, working in a hat factory for about a year, assisting a plumber with gas fittings, working for a silversmith, and toiling in a boiler shop for another year. Kelly never learned a trade or successfully rose above a supporting role in any of his jobs; for one reason or another, nothing worked out long term. Thus, he had ended up living at the Nathans’ along with his mother. He received $8 a month for his army pension but had no regular wage. He earned money doing chores and running errands—sweeping the sidewalk, delivering documents, for example—for members of the household.


Although there was no direct evidence pointing toward him, and he lacked any obvious motive for the murder, Kelly did have the means, his bedroom being only two floors above Benjamin’s. Kelly took the stand on August 11 and was questioned aggressively by the coroner and jury. Previously Washington had testified that when he first woke, he heard footsteps from the floor above; Kelly explained that he had been up already, as his usual habit was to rise early and collect the shoes from the hallways for cleaning. The rest of the questioning was lengthy but generally proved ineﬀective, as Kelly’s accounting of his activities from the day before, up through the morning when the body was found, was routine and verified by others.


The largest stone upturned at the inquest had to do with Kelly’s time in the army, which he was clearly uncomfortable talking about. For reasons not publicly disclosed, he had gone to Lawrence, Massachusetts, when he enlisted, and had done so under an alias, James Watson. It was further disclosed that George Deagan and Patrick Calahan, the gentlemen who recruited Kelly into signing up, were suspected of operating a “bounty jumping” racket, in which men would enlist and collect the enrollment bonus only to quickly desert, often going on to pull the same con in a diﬀerent location. Kelly was able to provide documentation showing he had served to the end of the war and was honorably discharged.




As the inquest ended, Washington Nathan and William Kelly were seemingly absolved of Benjamin Nathan’s murder, although both emerged bruised and battered in society’s court of public opinion. On September 14, the final coroner’s report stated, “Mr. Benjamin Nathan came to his death from wounds inflicted upon his head by an instrument known as a ‘dog,’ in the hands of a person or persons to this jury unknown.” Over the years, random rumors and confessions from prisoners in jail would point to a new suspect being the culprit, but all lacked any real evidence and came to nothing in the end.



TRAGIC LEGACY



In all likelihood, the murder was committed by a burglar unexpectedly caught in the act by the recently returned owner of the house. The work being done on the house provided ample opportunity for any of the workers, their associates, or even random opportunistic persons who, upon observing the state of the house, would be able to gain access and hide away in one of the many rooms of its cavernous four floors and basement. One of the detectives stated at the inquest, “There are plenty of places for a man to conceal himself in the house; there are closets and wardrobes and such like I never saw more in a house.” Sometime after midnight, when everything had settled, the killer probably took their chance, only to be confronted by Benjamin, whose eﬀorts to defend his home had fatal consequences.


Beyond the tragedy that was the murder of Benjamin Nathan, whose killer was never found, the crime haunted the Nathan family, and Washington Nathan in particular, for years to come. Washington was never able to escape the cloud cast upon him at the inquest and in the press. His habits of alcohol abuse and womanizing continued in the ensuing years, culminating in him being shot behind the ear by a scorned lover who accused him of owing her money; a bit of the bullet remained lodged in his neck for the rest of his life because the attending doctor thought it could do no harm. He spent his final days overseas, living in a suburb of London, having burned through much of his inheritance, reportedly largely friendless. He died at the age of forty-three, with his final thoughts and words still occupied by his father’s murder, declaring his innocence one last time.


The Nathan family descendants of today look back at the unsolved murder of Benjamin Nathan as a turning point, when their family fell from prominence and never fully recovered. To this day, Washington Nathan is remembered as the black sheep of the family.
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The New York Ripper


New York City


It’s early on the morning of Friday, November 9, 1888, and Mary Jane Kelly is sloshed. Again. Tall and stout, with blonde hair and blue eyes, Kelly has fallen on hard times since leaving Ireland for London four years earlier. True, she’s peddling her wares at an East End brothel, but somehow she’s always strapped for cash. Her rent is six weeks overdue. Tonight she hits up buddy George Hutchinson for a sixpence, but George is unemployed and broke. A dapper thirtysomething bloke with a dark mustache approaches. They exchange pleas-antries. Kelly mentions that she’s lost her handkerchief; he presents her with one of his own, bright red.


“All right, my dear, come along,” Kelly says. “You will be comfortable.”


They amble on over to 13 Miller’s Court. The man tugs his hat down over his eyes as they pass Hutchinson.


Mary Kelly is never seen alive again.


Later that morning, her body is discovered lying nude on her bed, horribly mutilated. Her abdomen and thighs are severed, the abdominal cavity emptied of viscera. Her breasts have been hacked oﬀ beyond recognition. Her uterus, kidneys, and one breast all lie under her head, the other breast by her right foot. Her liver sits between her feet, her intestines by the right side of her body, and her spleen by the left.
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