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The ape, vilest of beasts, how like to us.


Cicero, De Natura Deorum





PROLOGUE
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We tend to think of serial murder as a symptom of our own alarmingly violent age—and there’s some truth to this perception.


To be sure, homicidal maniacs have existed in all times and places. Historians of crime can cite a host of premodern monsters—human predators whose atrocities easily match (and often surpass) those of Jeffrey Dahmer, John Wayne Gacy, and Richard “The Night Stalker” Rodriguez. The anonymous madman known as Jack the Ripper, for example, may be the most celebrated sex-murderer of the nineteenth century, but he was certainly not the only one. His Gallic counterpart, Joseph Vacher, dubbed “The French Ripper,” butchered a dozen victims before his arrest in 1897; while in our own country, the “Archfiend,” Dr. H. H. Holmes, committed an indeterminate number of homicides during the same period. (He confessed to twenty-seven.) In the post-World War I era, the German sociopath Fritz Haarmann, the notorious “Vampire of Hanover,” perpetrated some of the most unspeakable crimes of the century, including the mutilation-murder of at least fifty young boys.


Clearly, in the realm of sexual homicide, as in all other areas of human experience, there is no new thing under the sun.


Still, it is only in recent years that the problem has become so severe that certain writers on the subject bandy words like plague and epidemic. While this language smacks of hyperbole (not to say hysteria), it remains true that these crimes have increased at an unsettling rate. As much as any movie star or media celeb, the serial killer—the psychopathic monster masquerading behind a facade of bland normality—has become one of the defining symbols of our day.


A chart put together by criminologist Ron Holmes, which lists every American serial killer of the twentieth century, confirms the point. The list contains only 18 names for the first four decades of the century. By contrast, in the years since 1970 alone, there are over 120—and that doesn’t count the ones who haven’t been caught.


Indeed, the term “serial killer” wasn’t even coined until the mid-1970s (by FBI criminologist Robert K. Ressler. Before then, serial murder was so rare that it wasn’t perceived as a separate category of crime. Before then, in fact, it was so rare that, when one of these lust-killers went on a spree, the police often couldn’t tell what they were dealing with.


That was certainly the case in the 1920s. In the latter years of that decade, the country was shocked by a string of killings that seemed almost inconceivably brutal. This is not to say that Americans of that era were unfamiliar with vicious crimes. On the contrary, it was a time so rife with violence that one historian has dubbed it “The Lawless Decade.” But the murders that made the headlines tended to involve tommy guns, bootleggers, and victims with nicknames like Bloody Angelo, Little Mike, and Tony the Gentleman.


The killings that commenced in February 1926 were of a frighteningly different order from the gangland carnage of the day. The victims were ordinary women, most of them middle-aged but some significantly younger, who were savagely slain in their homes. Often, their strangled and outraged corpses were discovered in bizarre hiding places—shoved into steamer trunks, thrust under beds, crammed behind basement furnaces.


The American public had never known anything like it. Other murders may have received more publicity (like the sensational 1922 double slaying of the Reverend Edward Wheeler Hall and his choir-singer mistress, Mrs. Eleanor Mills, whose corpses were found, amid a scattering of love letters, in a New Jersey orchard). But none provoked greater horror. There seemed to be a monster on the loose. Nowadays, we know what to call such creatures—but back then, the phrase “serial killer” was still fifty years in the future. To the terrified citizens of the time, the unknown maniac—roaming from city to city, selecting his victims at random—seemed like something from a horror story, say, by Edgar Allan Poe.


Indeed, in certain grisly regards, the killer’s m.o. bore a chilling resemblance to the horrors in one of Poe’s most famous tales, “The Murders in the Rue Morgue.” The victims in that story are a pair of Parisian women, a widowed mother and her grown daughter, who are hideously murdered in their apartment. The mysterious assailant, a being of prodigious strength, disposes of the daughter’s body by stuffing it feet first up the chimney.


Thanks to the deductive brilliance of Poe’s hero, C. Auguste Dupin (the fictional forerunner of Sherlock Holmes), the culprit is ultimately identified. He—or, rather, it— turns out to be an ape: more specifically, a “large, tawny Ourang-Outang” that has escaped from its owner, a French seaman who has brought the creature back from Borneo as a pet.


The true-life horrors that started in the winter of ’26 seemed like the frightening realization of these imaginary crimes—women murdered in their homes by a creature of appalling strength and savagery; corpses wedged into tiny spaces in a grotesque effort at concealment. It was as if the homicidal simian dreamed up by Poe had come terrifyingly to life.


Perhaps it was for this reason that an unknown reporter, writing about the killer in a West Coast tabloid, tagged him with an epithet that would send tremors of apprehension from one end of the American continent to the other: the “Gorilla Man.”


Eventually the “Gorilla Man” would be captured. But not before he had completed an odyssey that carried him across the country and up into Canada. Along the way, he left a trail of corpses: twenty-two victims, all but one of them female, ranging in age from eight months to sixty-six years.


* * *


They say that truth is stranger than fiction but, in this case, that cliché doesn’t stand up. After all, what could be more bizarre than Poe’s story of a double murder committed by an Ourang-Outang?


On the other hand, the murderous monkey of Poe’s famous fantasy dispatched a total of two victims. By contrast, the true-life “Gorilla Man” did away with nearly two dozen— setting a ghastly record that would not be broken until the advent of beings like Ted Bundy, Ottis Toole, and Henry Lee Lucas. It would seem that even an imagination as morbid as Poe’s couldn’t conceive of the horrors that would become commonplace in our own century.


If there’s a lesson to be learned from the appalling life of the “Gorilla Man,” it may simply be this: Truth is not necessarily stranger than fiction. But sometimes it can be a good deal more gruesome—and much, much scarier.
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It was not claimed that Durrant was insane, yet that there was something morally defective in his make-up is apparent. Cases like his do not, most happily, often occur, but their occurrence is frequent enough to show that “man is joined to the beasts of the field by his body,” and may become something worse than a beast of prey, when he flings aside conscience, love of humanity and God, and resolves, no matter at the expense of what crimes, to gratify his bestial tendencies.


Matthew Worth Pinkerton,
Murder in All Ages (1898)





To all outward appearances, Theodore Durrant (“Theo” to his friends) was a fine, upstanding specimen of young American manhood. A bright and personable twenty-three-year-old who still lived at home with his parents, he spent his weekdays pursuing his M.D. at San Francisco’s Cooper Medical College. When he wasn’t engaged in his studies, he could generally be found at the Emanuel Baptist Church on Bartlett Street, where he served as assistant superintendent of the Sunday School, church librarian, and secretary of the Young People’s Society. His sense of civic duty seemed as strong as his Christian devotion. In addition to his other activities, he was a member of the California militia signal corps.


He was good-looking to boot: tall, trim, and athletic, with an erect carriage and fine, almost feminine, features—high cheekbones, full mouth, big, blue eyes. True, some of his acquaintances found the cast of those eyes slightly disconcerting. In certain lights, they seemed pale to the point of glassiness, “fishlike” (in the words of one contemporary).


Still, Theodore Durrant cut a handsome, even dashing, figure. Women tended to find him deeply attractive. To a striking degree, he had a good deal in common with another clean-favored psychopath, born fifty years later, with whom he shared a name: Theodore Bundy.


To be sure, even before Durrant’s monstrous nature was revealed to the world, a few of his intimates had caught glimpses of his dark side. To one companion, he bragged of his visits to the brothels of Carson City. To another, he described the time when he and three acquaintances, a trio of hard-drinking railroad workers, had assaulted an Indian woman.


Still, his friends weren’t especially troubled by these confessions. Even a paragon like Theo needed to sow his wild oats. And the rape victim, after all, had only been a squaw.


Among the respectable young women who were irresistibly drawn to Theo Durrant was an eighteen-year-old named Blanche Lamont. A student at the Powell Street Normal School, where she was training for a career as a teacher, Lamont—a striking blonde with an eye-catching figure—was a relative newcomer to San Francisco, having arrived from Montana in 1894. She had moved into the home of her elderly aunt, a widow named Noble. Sometime shortly after settling into her new life, Blanche Lamont met and became enamored of the charming young medical student, Theo Durrant.


On the afternoon of April 3, 1895, following a full day in the classroom, Blanche emerged from the Powell Street school to find Durrant waiting for her on the sidewalk. Witnesses saw the couple board a trolley, then disembark in the neighborhood of the Emanuel Baptist Church. An elderly woman who lived directly across from the red, wooden church observed the handsome young pair enter the building at precisely 4:00 P.M.


It was the last time Blanche Lamont was seen alive.


When her niece failed to return home that evening, Mrs. Noble contacted the police. The next day, having learned of Blanche’s friendship with Durrant, several officers showed up at his home to question him. Durrant’s response to the girl’s disappearance was slightly peculiar—he seemed notably indifferent, casually suggesting that she might have been shanghaied by a gang of white slavers.


Still, the officers had no reason to suspect the estimable young man. The newspapers ran a few stories on the case, while the police fruitlessly pursued their investigation. Theo Durrant made a personal visit to Mrs. Noble to offer his own singular brand of reassurance. There was no doubt in his mind, he declared, that Blanche was still alive, though probably imprisoned in a house of prostitution. He would do everything in his power, he vowed, to rescue the poor girl from bondage.


In the meantime, Durrant turned his attentions to another lady friend. She was a petite, twenty-one-year-old brunette named Minnie Williams, who had come to know and love Theo through their shared involvement in the church.


On Good Friday, April 12, 1895—nine days after Blanche Lamont’s disappearance—Minnie Williams left her boardinghouse at around 7:00 P.M., informing the landlady that she was going off to attend a meeting of the Young People’s Society at the home of its supervisor, Dr. Vogel. She never made it to the gathering. Not far from the Emanuel Baptist Church, she met Theo Durrant. Escorting her to the darkened building, he unlocked the front door with his personal key and led her to the seclusion of the library.


Later that evening, at around 9:30 P.M., Theo showed up by himself at Dr. Vogel’s house. The young man’s normally pallid complexion was even whiter than usual, his hair was dishevelled, his brow beaded with sweat. Explaining that he had been stricken with a sudden bout of dyspepsia, Durrant hurried to the bathroom. When he emerged a while later, he appeared completely recovered.


The rest of the evening passed so pleasantly that Theo was sorry to see it end. Still, it had been a tiring day and he needed some sleep—particularly since he was scheduled to leave town early the next morning on an outing with the signal corps. They were heading for Mount Diablo, fifty miles from the city.


Durrant and his fellow volunteers had already reached their destination when several middle-aged ladies arrived at the Emanuel Baptist Church the following day, April 13, 1895, to decorate it for Easter. After completing their task, they repaired to the church library and immediately spotted a reddish-brown trail that led to a closed-off storage room. One of the women pulled open the door, let out a shriek, and fainted. Others ran into the street, crying for the police.


The sight that had sent them screaming from the church was Minnie Williams’ mutilated corpse, sprawled on the floor of the storage room.


The young woman had been subjected to a monstrous assault. The condition of her body was vividly described in a contemporary account.




Her clothing was torn and disheveled. She had been gagged, and that in a manner indicative of a fiend rather than a man. A portion of her underclothing had been thrust down her throat with a stick, her tongue being terribly lacerated by the operation. A cut across her wrist had severed both arteries and tendons. She had been stabbed in each breast, and directly over her heart was a deep cut in which a portion of a broken knife remained. This was an ordinary silver table-knife, one of those used in the church at entertainments where refreshments were served. It was round at the end, and so dull that great force must have been used to inflict the fearful wounds; indeed, it appeared that the cold-blooded wretch had deliberately unfastened his victim’s dress that the knife might penetrate her flesh. The little room was covered with blood.





Later, after examining the young woman’s remains, the coroner concluded that Minnie Williams had been raped after death.


This time suspicion fell immediately on Theo Durrant. That suspicion was confirmed when, searching Durrant’s bedroom, investigators discovered Minnie Williams’ purse stuffed inside the pocket of the suit jacket he had worn to Dr. Vogel’s gathering the evening before.


By Sunday morning, the San Francisco Chronicle was openly naming Durrant as the killer, not only of Minnie Williams but of Blanche Lamont as well—even though there was no definitive proof that the latter had been murdered.


But that situation was about to change.


That same morning—Easter Sunday, April 14, 1895—a party of police officers arrived at Emanuel Baptist Church to conduct a search. They had little hope of success. After all, the Lamont girl had been missing for eleven days, and it seemed highly unlikely that a decomposing corpse could have been stashed on the premises without attracting any notice, particularly during the busy week preceding Easter. Still, they wanted to cover every possibility.


After making a thorough, fruitless search of the main part of the building, they ascended to the steeple. Overlooking Bartlett Street, the steeple had a strictly ornamental function, since it housed no bell. In fact, it was completely boarded up from inside. Few members of the church had ever entered it.


As they pushed open the steeple door, however, the investigators were immediately assaulted by a putrid stench. One of the officers struck a match, and its flickering light revealed the source of the fetor.


“Upon the floor of the lower room of the tower, just inside the door,” wrote one reporter, “lay the outraged, nude, and bloated remains of what had once been a beautiful and cultivated girl, Blanche Lamont. A glance told the experienced searchers how the unfortunate young lady had met her death. About her neck were blue streaks, the marks of the strong, cruel fingers that had been imbedded in her tender flesh, choking out her young life. The face was fearfully distorted, the mouth being open, exposing the pearly teeth, and attesting the terrible death the poor girl had died.”


That the outrage was the work of a medical student seemed confirmed by the singular position of the corpse. Its head “had been raised by placing a piece of wood under it, or ‘blocked,’ in the parlance of medical students, who so arrange cadavers on the dissection table.” As with Minnie Williams, the autopsy revealed that Blanche Lamont had been the victim of a necrophiliac assault.


News of the discovery quickly spread throughout the Bay Area. By noon on that glorious April day, it seemed, one contemporary has recorded, as though “the entire city had poured into the streets. Thousands crowded around the church, while the streets in front of the newspaper offices were packed with masses of humanity, all struggling to get a view of the bulletin boards.”


Telegraphs were dispatched to every sheriff’s office in the vicinity of Mount Diablo. At 5:00 P.M., the San Francisco police received a message from one of their own, a detective named Anthoney, who had set out from the city as soon as Blanche Lamont’s corpse was found. He had tracked down and apprehended Durrant at a place called Walnut Creek, not far from Mount Diablo.


By the time Anthoney and his captive were headed back to San Francisco, the city was in an uproar. An enormous mob assembled at the ferryhouse to await their arrival from Oakland. Only the presence of a large police contingent prevented a lynching.


Durrant’s trial, which commenced in September 1895, was a nationwide sensation. For the three weeks of its duration, the courtroom was packed to overflowing, mostly with young women who couldn’t seem to get enough of the accused. One pretty, blonde-haired fan—dubbed “The Sweet-Pea Girl” by the press—presented him daily with a bouquet of the flowers.


Much to the dismay of his female admirers—and the disappointment of his lawyers, who did their best to cast suspicion on the church’s pastor, the Rev. John George Gibson—it took the jury only five minutes to convict Durrant. He was sentenced to die without delay.


His attorneys, however, managed to postpone his execution for three years. Finally, on January 7, 1898, Durrant was led to the gallows. He died insisting that he was “an innocent boy.”


The psychological specialists who examined him, however, had formed a very different opinion, declaring him a “moral idiot.” Those who sought explanations for this deficiency in his family background were tantalized by his parents’ behavior on the day of his execution.


Immediately after the hanging, the prisoner’s corpse was placed in an open coffin and carried into a waiting room. Durrant’s formerly handsome face was a ghastly sight—skin blackened, eyes bulging, tongue jutting grotesquely from his gaping lips.


When his parents arrived to claim the body, a prison official, as a gesture of courtesy, asked if they might not care for some tea. Mr. and Mrs. Durrant leapt at the offer whereupon a tray, loaded not only with tea but with a complete roast-beef-and-potato dinner, was brought into the room.


Then, with their dead child’s body stretched out only a few feet away, Theo’s parents sat down to enjoy their midday repast. Even the convict who had carried in the tray shook his head in disgust when he overheard Mrs. Durrant ask her husband for a second helping of beef.


Fortified by their meal, Durrant’s parents were now faced with a dilemma: how to dispose of their son’s corpse. Public detestation of Durrant was so intense that no cemetery would accept him. His parents were finally forced to transport the remains to Los Angeles for cremation.


“The Durrant murders and the shocking disclosures that followed stirred the people of the Pacific coast as nothing did before,” wrote one of his contemporaries, “and the rejoicing at his death was almost universal.”


Indeed, the people of the Pacific coast had gone to extraordinary lengths to expunge every trace of Durrant’s existence. Nothing, not even his corpse, was suffered to remain. By refusing him even a burial plot, the citizenry of San Francisco were sending a message—that creatures like Theo Durrant would never be allowed to defile their fair city.


It’s a grim irony then that, even before it had purged itself of one monster, San Francisco had already become the birthplace of another.


He was born there on May 12, 1897, while Durrant’s lawyers were mounting a last, desperate effort to save their client from the gallows. Like Durrant he would grow up to take a lively interest in religion (though he would never be mistaken for a choirboy). Their sexual proclivities were similar, too, since they shared a taste for postmortem rape.


There was, however, a major difference between the criminal lives of the two men. Appalling as it was, Durrant’s violent career was mercifully brief. It lasted only nine days, the time between his first and final atrocities.


Earle Leonard Nelson would also savage two women—one in San Francisco, one in San Jose—during a nine-day period.


In his case, however, that was only the beginning.
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The early home life of many serial killers is often one in which a stable, nurturing atmosphere is sorely lacking.


Donald J. Sears, To Kill Again





Earle Leonard Nelson wasn’t the kind of child people cooed over. His only known baby picture—according to one observer, a writer named Douthwaite—showed “a loose-mouthed degenerate infant with the abstracted vacancy of expression which is one of the hallmarks of degeneracy.”


Of course, Douthwaite’s description owed a great deal to hindsight. At the time it was written, Nelson had already grown up to be a monster—a killer so terrifying that, to his Jazz Age contemporaries, he seemed like a creature of myth. Homely as it was, Nelson’s infant face couldn’t possibly have foretold his future pathology.


Still, there is no doubt that, from a very early age, little Earle had a deeply unsettling effect upon people. He was the sort of youngster that parents warn their own children to stay away from. Not that his peers required such admonitions. They could sense his abnormality all by themselves.


He was only nine and a half months old when his young mother, Frances, died of syphilis. His father, James, followed her to the grave seven months later, a victim of the same disease.


The tiny orphan was taken in by his mother’s family and grew up in the home of his maternal grandmother, Mrs. Jennie Nelson, a widow in her mid-forties. There were two other youngsters in the household—Mrs. Nelson’s surviving children, Willis and Lillian, who were twelve and ten respectively when their older sister, Earle’s mother, died.


Little is known about Mrs. Nelson. She appears to have been a hard-pressed, unimaginative woman who sought solace from the burdens of her life in a particularly zealous brand of Protestantism. She instilled in her young charge a lifelong fascination with Scripture, particularly with the apocalyptic visions of the Book of Revelation. If asked, she would have insisted that she felt an unqualified devotion for little Earle. Certainly, she failed to perceive the full extent of his disturbance, though whether her blindness was a function of love or intellectual limitation is impossible to say.


This is not to suggest that she was oblivious to his peculiarities. They were, after all, impossible to miss. From his earliest years, Earle was strikingly different from other children. Often possessed of a manic energy, he would, at other times, slip into a profound melancholy, withdrawing into his darkened room for days. He would sit for hours in a kitchen chair staring blankly into space or roam about the house with his head cocked in a listening attitude, as though attending to voices audible only to himself.


In spite of Mrs. Nelson’s efforts to make him presentable, Earle’s personal habits bordered on the bizarre. His slovenliness far exceeded the normal negligence of boyhood. On various occasions, he would set out for school wearing freshly laundered garments and return in a different and dreadfully bedraggled outfit, as though he had traded clothes with a street urchin. In the winter, his grandmother would dress him in warm woolen underwear. By the time he reached home, he had somehow contrived to lose it.


His dietary habits were equally eccentric. At dinner, he would drench his food in olive oil, put his face to the plate, and slurp up his meal like a caged beast at feeding time—much to the disgust of his little tablemates, his Uncle Willis and Aunt Lillian. They began referring to their nephew as “The Wild Man of Borneo,” the name of a famous freak-show attraction of the time.


Their taunt had no effect on his etiquette, though it seemed to confirm some deep, inner sense of worthlessness. From his earliest years, Earle would sink into abject moods of self-loathing, an especially disconcerting phenomenon in a child so young. “I am not good for anything,” the little boy would sob. “I will never be good for anything. Nobody wants me. I would be better off out of this world.”


His grandmother attributed his “morbid disposition” to his early misfortunes. After all, Earle’s syphilitic parents had not only left him an orphan but bequeathed him a legacy of degradation and disease. It would have taken a person of far greater insight and sophistication than Mrs. Nelson to see little Earle’s peculiarities—his stupors, strange habits, social isolation, and impaired sense of self—for what they were, the signs of an incipient psychosis.


His conduct became even more troubling as he grew older. By the age of seven, he had already been expelled from Agassiz primary school for his uncontrollable behavior. Though he was often passive and withdrawn—avoiding the standard rough-and-tumble squabbles of boyhood—he was subject at other times to wild fits of rage, lashing out violently at his schoolmates, girls as well as boys. He took to stealing small items from neighborhood shops. Before he reached the age of ten, he had acquired a neighborhood reputation as a serious troublemaker, a young boy destined for reform school—or worse.


Mrs. Nelson grew increasingly desperate in her efforts to deal with her grandson. She resorted to physical punishment, though this expedient grew less practical by the year as Earle matured into a deep-chested, broad-shouldered youth with powerful arms and improbably large hands. Knowing his obsession with Scripture, she attempted to appeal to his religious sensibilities, warning that the Lord would surely punish him for his transgressions.


Nothing seemed to work. In her desperation, she took to reminding him that he was living in her home only through her good graces, and that her patience was not without limits. Unless he began to behave more normally, she would cast him into the streets and let him fend for himself.


It is no wonder, then, that Nelson grew up feeling like a perennial outsider. His grandmother’s home often seemed less like a loving refuge than a lodging house, a place where he resided not as a cherished family member but as a temporary, barely tolerated guest.


On April 18, 1906, one month before Nelson turned nine, San Francisco was rocked by a massive earthquake measuring 8.25 on the Richter scale. In less than a minute, the awesome tremor, its energy “greater than all the explosives used in World War II” (according to one historian), toppled buildings, buckled streets, and ruptured virtually every water main in the city, leaving the hydrants dry and the firefighters helpless. In the three ensuing days, the city was devastated by a great conflagration. By the time the fire had run its course, almost 500 city blocks lay in ruins, 25,000 buildings were in ashes, and more than 450 lives had been lost.


To the mind of little Earle, steeped as it was in Scripture, the cataclysm seemed like a biblical story, the fall of Jericho or the Lord’s vengeance on Sodom and Gomorrah. The sights and sounds and smell of destruction filled him with a strange exhilaration. Like everyone else who lived through the great San Francisco earthquake, he would remember it for the rest of his days, though his imagination tended to linger on one particular facet of the event.


At the height of the catastrophe, the city was swept by rumors of armed marauders who were reportedly outraging women at gunpoint. Earle always would enjoy recalling the fearful look on the faces of his Grandma Jennie and Aunt Lillian, a pretty young woman of nineteen at the time, as they cowered behind the locked door of their house, barricaded against the shadowy prowlers outside.


One year later, while trying to impress some older boys with his daring, Earle raced across the tracks of an oncoming trolley on a beat-up two-wheeler he had inherited from his Uncle Willis. The trolley caught the rear wheel of the bike, and Earle, sent flying, landed headfirst on the cobblestones.


He was carried back home unconscious. His grandmother nearly collapsed when she saw the ghastly wound on his right temple. For nearly a week, the boy slipped in and out of consciousness, raving wildly when he was awake.


Finally, on the evening of the sixth day, his delirium subsided. The family physician, an elderly gentleman named Monin, peered into Earle’s eyes, palpated his wound, and put a few questions to the boy. Then, reaching for Mrs. Nelson’s hand, he gave it a comforting squeeze. He assured the anxious woman that she had nothing to worry about. The crisis had passed.


Little Earle, he declared—in what must surely rank as one of the least prescient prognoses in the annals of medicine—would be “just fine.”


It would be another ten days before Earle was back on his feet. During his recuperation, his grandmother would sometimes sit at his bedside for hours and read the Bible to him. He especially liked the part in Revelation about the coming of the great beast:




And I stood upon the sand of the sea, and saw a beast rise up out of the sea, having seven heads and ten horns, and upon his horns ten crowns, and upon his heads the name of blasphemy. And the beast which I saw was like unto a leopard, and his feet were as the feet of a bear, and his mouth as the mouth of a lion: and the dragon gave him his power, and his seat, and great authority. . . . And he causeth all, both small and great, rich and poor, free and bond, to receive a mark in their right hand, or in their foreheads, and that no man might buy or sell, save he that hath the mark, or the name of the beast, or the number of his name.





Before he reached adolescence, Earle had committed this passage to memory. He often mulled over its meaning, trying to puzzle out the identity of the beast. In his deepening mania, he came to believe that this biblical abomination was afoot in the modern world.


Interestingly, there is one connection he seems never to have made. It had to do with his own name. In the history books—books with titles like Chronicle of Crime, Crimes of the Twentieth Century, and A Criminal History of Mankind—the notorious “Gorilla Murderer” of the 1920s is invariably listed under the name “Earle Leonard Nelson.” But “Nelson” was his mother’s name, the name he was given when his grandmother took him in. His father’s name, the one Earle was actually born with, was different. It was Ferral


Of course, a name is not destiny, though there have always been some who believe otherwise (one of the messianic delusions of Charles Manson, for example, was that his last name was actually an anagram of “Son of Man”). Still, it is a striking coincidence that the little boy who would grow up to be the dreaded creature known as the “Gorilla Man” was born with a name so close in spelling, and identical in pronunciation, to the word feral The dictionary definition of feral is “of or characteristic of a wild animal; brutal.” It derives from the Latin fera, meaning “wild beast.”


As Earle grew older, he came to identify the great beast of Revelation first with Pope Benedict XV and later, after World War I broke out, with Kaiser Wilhelm II.


It seems never to have occurred to him that it was he, not the pope or the kaiser, who was born with the name of the beast.
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He was just like a child, and we considered him like a child, and of course, we would never go too far with him, because there was always the fear of him.


Lillian Fabian





Of the members of his grandmother’s household, it was Nelson’s Aunt Lillian who cared for him most. She was only ten when the tiny orphan came to live with her family, and from the very start, she lavished a sisterly love on the boy. To the end of his days she stuck by him, even when the rest of the world proclaimed him a monster. She had a simple answer for those who expressed wonder at her steady devotion. Earle, she would say, was her “own flesh and blood.”


It is a mark of her fidelity that when her mother died in 1908, one year after Earle’s near-fatal bike accident, Lillian assumed the burden of his upbringing. By then, she was married to a man named Henry Fabian and living in her own house at 3573 20th Street. For the next seven years—though Earle would spend stretches of time apart from the Fabians, either staying with his Uncle Willis or disappearing to places unknown—he was essentially a member of his Aunt Lillian’s household.


By the age of fourteen he had dropped out of school and launched into a succession of menial jobs—so many that even he quickly lost count of them. He worked as a jeweler’s clerk, hash-house cook, window washer, hotel porter,  carpenter’s assistant, bricklayer, upholsterer, and common laborer, rarely keeping a job for more than a few weeks, often for only a day or two. Though he tended to make a favorable first impression on his employers—he could be polite and well spoken, and his physical strength was evident from the spread of his shoulders and the breadth of his chest—his underlying disturbance never kept itself hidden for long.


A foreman might assign him a simple task, only to discover, twenty minutes later, that Nelson had passed the time staring fixedly skyward, as though riveted by a vision in the air. Or perhaps the peculiar young man, prompted by the secret voices that chattered inside his skull, might simply lay down his tools in the midst of a job and wander off from the worksite, never to return again.


At his best, there was an endearing, puppy-dog quality about Earle—at least in the eyes of his aunt. Protective of him since birth, she perceived him as an overgrown baby. Certainly, there was something infantile in the way he swilled his food at mealtimes, as well as in his fashion sense. Now that he was earning his own money, it was harder than ever to keep him presentable. He might set out for work in clean, decent clothes, only to return later in the day dressed in frayed yellow pants, a baggy red sweater, leather leggings, and a cowboy hat. What he didn’t throw away on such outlandish garments, he would squander on trinkets—gaudy dime-store rings, stickpins with paste “diamonds,” and cheap, oversized sunglasses.


His bouts of wild enthusiasm, which alternated with periods of sullen withdrawal, could also be as unrealistic as a child’s. When his aunt informed him that her brother Willis was planning to construct a three-story apartment house, Earle—who was fifteen at the time—exclaimed, “Why doesn’t Uncle Will let me build that house? I could do it all myself, do all the plumbing and everything. He would save so much money!” Lillian just smiled and said nothing. She had a clear recollection of the time, one year earlier, when Earle had volunteered to paint the interior of her own house. After working furiously at the job for a day or two, he had disappeared from home and was gone for three weeks.


For all her tenderness of feeling, Earle’s freakish behavior could be a source of deep distress to his long-suffering aunt. (How Henry Fabian felt about acquiring—along with a wife—her bizarre, hulking nephew, history does not record.) Lillian found it especially trying when Earle “acted up” around her friends. On several occasions, for example, when company was over for dinner, Earle suddenly looked up from his plate and began spewing obscenities. When Lillian reproached him, he just gave a mischievous grin, then went back to slurping up his food which, as usual, he had soaked in several cups of olive oil.


At other times, Earle would stroll into the kitchen—where Lillian was enjoying a cup of coffee with a female friend—and, without speaking a word, stare at the visitor in such an unsettling way that, after a few minutes, the woman would grab her belongings and hurry away, stammering an excuse to her embarrassed hostess. Or Earle might come walking into the room on his hands, feet flailing in the air, and position himself in front of the startled guest like a circus acrobat. Or he might step behind an empty chair, bend over and clamp his mouth around the wooden backrest, then lift up the chair with his teeth.


It wasn’t long before Lillian’s acquaintances began making excuses every time she invited them over to the house.


Still, she could not help feeling sorry for Earle. He seemed so vulnerable and friendless—a lost soul. As far as she could tell, he had no companions his own age. Even as he grew into late adolescence—a barrel-chested youth, not especially tall but powerfully built—he sought out the company of much younger children, like little Arthur West who lived two doors down from the Fabian house.


Arthur, nine years old when Earle was fifteen, was in awe of the older boy, who would impress his young admirer by bragging of his exploits in the Barbary Coast or showing off the spoils of his shoplifting. It wasn’t long, however, before Arthur’s father forbade him, on pain of a hiding, from associating with Earle. The Nelson boy was “deranged,” Mr. West declared. Everyone in the neighborhood knew it.


Shut up inside his room for hours on end, Earle would spend much of the time poring over his favorite reading matter. Though his formal education had ended after seventh grade, he grew up to be a voracious consumer of dime detective novels, tabloid newspapers, and the tracts of various occult and pseudoscientific beliefs—phrenology, astronomy, palmistry, spiritualism. And always, of course, the Bible.


Passing by his locked room, Lillian could hear the muffled drone of Earle’s voice as he chanted from the Book of Revelation.




So he carried me away in the spirit into the wilderness: and I saw a woman sit upon a scarlet-colored beast, full of names of blasphemy, having seven heads and ten horns. And the woman was arrayed in purple and scarlet color, and decked with gold and precious stones and pearls, having a gold cup in her hand full of abominations and filthiness of her fornication: and upon her forehead was a name written, MYSTERY, BABYLON THE GREAT, THE MOTHER OF HARLOTS AND ABOMINATIONS OF THE EARTH. And I saw the woman drunken with the blood of the saints, and with the blood of the martyrs of Jesus.





Even as an adolescent, however, Earle had a secret life that Lillian knew nothing about. Possessed of a furious sexual hunger that even his compulsive masturbation could not allay, he was frequenting the brothels of the Barbary Coast by the time he was fifteen. He had also begun drinking heavily. His periodic disappearances—those times when he would vanish from home and return days or even weeks later, claiming he had been out searching for work—were, in reality, given over to drunken debauches, binges of whoring and boozing and brawling.


Though he was a sight when he returned home—his face battered and puffy, his clothes as bedraggled as a derelict’s—his aunt never questioned him closely. He was already beyond her control. She had long ago given up any effort to discipline or improve him. With her deep sense of family loyalty, she simply put up with him, though she had good reason by then to wish that Earle would simply go away—move out of her house and never return.


She had two good reasons, actually, named Henry Jr. and Rose. They were Lillian’s son and daughter, already in grade school by the time Earle was sixteen. How the children felt about their uncle no one can say. Certainly Earle, in his freakish way, could be generous with them. Sometimes he would empty his pockets after a day’s work and, in spite of Lillian’s protests, hand out his entire salary, five or six dollars, to the children.


Still, it must have been disturbing to the little ones to see their uncle when he slipped into one of his “moods” and began holding animated conversations with invisible beings, or spouting profanities at the dinner table, or staggering around the house on his hands.


Lillian, of course, was used to Earle’s peculiarities. But with two little ones in the house, even her feelings underwent a change. Not that she would ever dream of casting him out of her home. He was her kith and kin, and she would always feel responsible for him. But by seventeen Earle was not just an encumbrance but a threatening presence. And for the first time since he came to live in her household, Lillian was afraid.
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Well, I have a stronger tendency to seek higher ideals and sensible things than I used to.


Earle Nelson, interview,
Napa State Hospital, May 1918





Given her nephew’s wildly erratic work habits, Lillian must have wondered where he got his spending money. Though he rarely managed to hang onto even the most menial job for more than a few weeks, he continued to throw cash around on his usual indulgences—outlandish clothing, flashy gimcracks, and a wide assortment of printed trash, from lurid exposes of white slavery to such pseudoscientific tomes as Professor William Windsor’s Phrenology Made Easy. He was also hitting the bottle harder than ever, returning home some evenings so redolent of booze that he seemed to have splashed it on like cheap cologne.


Since the logical conclusion was hard to avoid—that her nephew was deriving his income from an illicit source—it seems likely that Lillian simply preferred to ignore the truth. Stubbornly loyal to her “flesh and kin,” she did not want to know the worst about Earle. From the day he was born, she had helped raise him; he was almost like one of her own children. A cynic might also surmise that she was motivated at least partly by another, less selfless motive. After all, Earle was contributing to his upkeep, and whatever cash he didn’t squander on himself generally ended up in the household coffers.


As he grew into manhood, moreover, he was becoming increasingly unpredictable and hard to control. Lillian had good reason to fear that her bizarre, brooding nephew might not take kindly to prying. All in all, it was best to leave well enough alone.


Sooner or later, however, the truth was bound to come to light. It happened in the spring of 1915. Just a month or so before, Earle had been hit with one of his periodic spells of wanderlust and had disappeared from home—much to the relief of both Lillian and her husband, who always welcomed these respites from Earle’s discomforting presence. Making his way northwards, he supported himself by picking up odd jobs on construction sites and ranches. He was also supplementing his income, as he’d been doing for a while, through petty thievery, shoplifting, and the occasional ransacking of a conveniently untended house.


While passing through Plumas County, a rugged, sparsely populated area in the northeast corner of the state, Earle broke into an isolated cabin and was absconding with some booty just as the owner returned. Earle, who was travelling on foot, took flight into the forest but was apprehended by a posse before he made it across the county line. Two days later, Lillian’s self-willed ignorance about Earle’s criminal activities ended abruptly when she received a telegraph from the Plumas authorities, notifying her of her nephew’s arrest.


At his trial, Lillian testified on his behalf. Her nephew was a “poor, unfortunate boy,” she tearfully declared, “orphaned when just a baby.” But her plea was unavailing. Deep-chested, thick-muscled, with a prematurely hardened air, Earle didn’t seem much like a boy. Besides, he had been caught red-handed.


In the late summer of 1915, just a few months after his eighteenth birthday, Earle Leonard Nelson entered San Quentin prison to begin a two-year sentence for burglary.


One year earlier, in the Bosnian city of Sarajevo, a nineteen-year-old Serbian nationalist named Gavrilo Princip gunned down a visiting dignitary, the Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Hapsburg throne, and plunged the Western world into chaos. Less than two months after the assassination, Europe was at war.


The United States declared its neutrality, but during the years of Earle’s imprisonment the country was drawn inexorably closer to the maelstrom. In May 1915—the very month of Earle’s arrest—a German U-boat torpedoed the British ocean liner Lusitania off the southern coast of Ireland, killing nearly 1,200 passengers, including 128 Americans. This “act of piracy” (as former President Theodore Roosevelt branded it) provoked a widespread clamor for war.


President Woodrow Wilson, however, managed to resist the outcry, and in June 1916—just weeks before Earle’s first anniversary behind bars—he was renominated by the Democrats under the slogan, “He Kept Us Out of War.” By then, however, even Wilson had begun to acknowledge that the United States could not remain “an ostrich with its head in the sand” forever.


The turning point came in February 1917, when Germany launched a ruthless campaign of unrestricted submarine warfare against all shipping, including American merchant vessels. On the third of the month, President Wilson broke diplomatic relations with Germany. Around the same time, the British Secret Service intercepted a coded telegram from the German foreign minister, Dr. Alfred von Zimmermann, to his ambassador in Mexico. Zimmermann, who clearly foresaw America’s impending involvement, wanted Mexico to enter the war on Germany’s side. In return, the kaiser’s government would reward its new ally not only with “generous financial support” but with the reacquisition of Mexico’s “conquered” territories—Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona—once the United States suffered its inevitable defeat.


The outrage provoked by the “Zimmermann telegram”—which was blazoned on front pages from coast to coast—proved to be (in the words of one historian) the final nail “in the coffin of American neutrality.” Clearly there were no limits to German perfidy. On April 2, 1917, President Wilson, proclaiming that “the world must be made safe for democracy,” asked Congress for a declaration of war.


When Earle Leonard Nelson emerged from San Quentin just a few weeks later, George M. Cohan’s rousing ditty seemed to be on everyone’s lips:




Over there—over there—


Send the word, send the word


Over there—


That the Yanks are coming,


The Yanks are coming,


The drums rum-tumming ev’rywhere!





Like millions of his contemporaries, Earle was infused with patriotic fervor. No sooner was he released from prison than—using his birthname, Ferral—he enlisted as a private in the U.S. Army and was sent to a training camp in northern California.


It would seem, however, that Earle was not cut out for the rigors of military life. Across the sea, millions of young men were enduring the terrors of humanity’s first mechanized war—the hell of the trenches, where soldiers wallowed in foul slime while rats gorged on the flesh of the unburied dead; the horror of mustard gas, which left its victims drowning in the bloody fluid that inundated their lungs; the unspeakable mutilations caused by machine-gun fire and artillery shells. As one medical orderly wrote, recalling the aftermath of a typical engagement, “It was difficult to select the most urgent cases. Men had lost arms and legs, brains oozed out of shattered skulls, and lungs protruded from riven chests; many had lost their faces and were, I should think, unrecognizable to their friends. . . . One poor chap had lost his nose and most of his face, and we were obliged to take off an arm, the opposite hand, and extract two bullets like shark’s teeth from his thigh, besides minor operations.”


For Earle Leonard Ferral, on the other hand, even the most minimal demands of army life proved too onerous. After just six weeks in uniform, he went AWOL because he was forced to stand guard duty one night in the cold.


Among the various religious works Earle had read during his stint in San Quentin was a life of Joseph Smith. Following his desertion, he made his way to Salt Lake City. His interest in Mormonism came to nothing, but—for unknown reasons—he decided to give the military another shot. Enlisting as a cook in the navy, he soon found himself back in his hometown stationed at San Francisco’s Mare Island Naval Base.


This second fling at military life, however, turned out to be no more successful nor long-lasting than his first. Once again, he deserted after a few weeks because of chores he regarded as too oppressive.


Less than two months later, however—in July 1917, not long after the first American troops arrived in France—Earle enlisted once again, this time as a private in the Medical Corps. He lasted six weeks, deserting because (as he would later explain to military psychologists) he was bothered by “burning about his anus” from his hemorrhoids.


He was back in the navy in March 1918—around the time that the German army launched a massive assault on the Western Front, where American doughboys were fighting shoulder to shoulder with their French and British allies. This time Earle did not desert; he simply refused to work, preferring to pass his days reading the Bible and spouting apocalyptic prattle about the coming of the Great Beast whose number is 666. Earle found himself shunned by his shipmates and assailed by his superior officers. Nothing, not even a tortuous, two-day confinement inside a stifling coke oven, could force him to fulfill his duties.


On April 24, 1918, after complaining bitterly of headaches and refusing to leave his cot, he was placed in the Mare Island Naval Hospital. After three weeks of observation by a hospital psychologist named Ogden, Ferral was committed to the Napa State Mental Hospital, arriving on May 21, 1918, just nine days after his twenty-first birthday.


In the papers he forwarded to Napa, Ogden summed up his reasons for recommending commitment. The subject, he wrote, “continually reads his testament or gazes fixedly into space; answers questions slowly; takes no interest in what is going on about him; shows some mental deterioration. Due to refusing to work, he was put in coke oven for two days but still would not work. His reason for not working is that he did not want to serve the adversaries of the Lord. He believes the beast spoken of in Revelation as being #666 is either the pope or the kaiser. He does not think he is crazy.” Ogden’s conclusive diagnosis was “Constitutional Psychopathic State.”


* * *


Immediately after his arrival at Napa, Earle was examined by Dr. J. B. Rogers, who would oversee his treatment for the next thirteen months. Physically there seemed to be nothing anomalous about the robust, well-nourished young man except for one ocular peculiarity: his right pupil was notably larger than the left. His teeth were also (as Rogers wrote in his report) “remarkable” in their perfection, so strikingly square and even that they would have been the envy of a matinee idol.


From interviewing Earle, Dr. Rogers learned that the young man had contracted both syphilis and gonorrhea in early adolescence. (Subsequent blood tests confirmed the presence of both diseases.) Earle confessed that he had masturbated daily between the ages of thirteen and eighteen but “not since then.” He also claimed to have overcome his “addiction to liquor,” swearing that he had not had a drink for seven months. He described his childhood life as “pleasant,” insisted that “his mind is all right,” and declared that he was perfectly capable of “making his way in the world.” He had, he said, no “history of trauma or previous mental attacks.”


After putting various pointed questions to the young man for about ten minutes, Rogers concluded that Earle was not disoriented, paranoid, or abnormally depressed. The patient (Rogers wrote in his report) was “correct for place, month, and year—did not think anyone was trying to harm him—was not despondent, nervous, or apprehensive and did not think he should have been sent here. Denied illusions or hallucinations. Cheerful at time of examination. Denies being irritable. Says he approves of sociability very much and enjoys himself to a reasonable extent. Could take an interest in an occupation—is very fond of his family and is so fond of them that he feels bad to be away from home.”


“Would you say you’ve noticed any changes in yourself since joining the navy?” Rogers asked, to which the young man replied, “Well, I have a stronger tendency to seek higher ideals and sensible things than I used to.”


Next, Earle was subjected to a battery of intelligence tests, most of which he performed well on. “Test of Memory Pictures in General good,” reads Rogers’ report. “Memory of Ideas in Series good. Knowledge of Arithmetic excellent. General Knowledge correct except for the name of the Governor of California and rate of interest a bank usually pays. Memory of Recent Past good. No Disturbance of Idea Association. Orientation good.”


When Rogers related the fable about the wolf who disguises himself as a shepherd but gives himself away when he opens his mouth to speak, Earle offered a reasonable summary of the moral: “It shows that when a person is not always truthful they suffer for it.”


Earle insisted “that it was not difficult for him to think.” When Rogers asked if he “experienced any peculiar thoughts,” Earle replied, “Well, not exactly—not any more than a first-class intelligent person would.”


“Do you believe you’ve done anything wrong?” asked Rogers.


“Yes,” said Earle. “I blame myself for enlisting in the navy.”


Rogers then asked if the young man was afraid of anything.


“Only God,” Earle answered. Then, fixing Rogers with a meaningful stare, he said, “If you don’t serve Him, you should be afraid, too.”


Exactly whose God Earle believed in at the moment is somewhat ambiguous. For unknown reasons, his commitment papers record his affiliation as Jewish. It is possible that Earle, who was always flirting with different religions, was going through a brief Judaic phase. It may also be the case that Dr. Rogers assumed (in the casually racist manner of his day) that Earle must be Jewish because of his swarthy complexion and broad nose. If so, this is not the only mistake Rogers recorded on his written report.


The other, far more serious, error appears just a few lines down from the misstated religion, where the psychologist concluded that Earle Leonard Ferral was “not violent; homicidal; or destructive.”


Several weeks after his transfer to Napa, Earle received a visit from his Aunt Lillian and Uncle Willis. We do not know what words passed between them, though Lillian would later testify that her nephew, who was dressed in his sailor’s uniform, was unhappy with his treatment. Exactly what that treatment consisted of is also undocumented. The record shows, however, that on June 13, 1918, Earle managed to escape.


He was tracked down and returned to Napa on July 11. Six weeks later, on August 25, he escaped again. This time, he remained at large for over three months. When he was brought back to Napa on December 3, his obvious gifts as a breakout artist earned him the ultimate tribute from his fellow inmates. They began calling him “Houdini.”


As soon as the United States entered the war, the great “escapologist” himself had registered for the draft. But at age forty-three, Harry Houdini was too old for military service. Determined to do his part, Houdini immediately declared that he would cancel his vaudeville bookings and devote himself to patriotic causes. For the duration of the war, he staged a string of highly publicized benefits for the Red Cross, the Army Athletic Fund, the widows of the young men who had died aboard the torpedoed troopship, Antilles, and more. At one point, he put his talents to a novel use, teaching soldiers how to escape from German handcuffs should they ever be captured by the enemy.


Breaking out of handcuffs, of course, was child’s play to the world-famous “self-liberator,” who could work himself free of the most fiendish restraints human ingenuity could devise—sealed and buried coffins, padlocked milkcans filled with beer, tightly nailed wooden crates submerged in rivers. During one public demonstration in the nation’s capital, an enormous crowd—the “biggest ever assembled except for the inauguration of a president” (according to the Washington Times)—watched him wiggle out of a straightjacket while, hooked to a rope, he dangled from his heels 100 feet above the sidewalk.


After enjoying one of his performances, Woodrow Wilson paid a call on Houdini. “I envy your ability to escape from tight places,” remarked the president. “Sometimes, I wish I were able to do the same.”


In spite of his new nickname, Earle’s feats were, of course, on an infinitely smaller scale than Houdini’s. Still, they were impressive in their way. The very day after his return to Napa, he escaped yet again. Hauled back a few months later, he managed one final “elopement” (in the language of his official records). Altogether he pulled off no fewer than four escapes during his thirteen-month incarceration.


By the time of his final breakout in May 1919, the war had been over for six months. The Paris Peace Conference was underway at Versailles and millions of veterans were struggling to readjust to civilian life. For ten million other young men, life’s struggles were over.


This time, the navy, which had been paying for Earle’s treatment at Napa, did not even bother pursuing him. He was simply written off, formally discharged from the service on May 17, 1919.


On his hospital record, his supervising physician, Dr. Rogers, made a final entry as wildly mistaken as his earlier observation about Earle’s harmlessness. Describing the patient’s condition upon his discharge from service, Dr. Rogers noted simply that Earle Leonard Ferral was “improved.”
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She’s almost like a mother to him, you know, as she’s twice his age. Often he would leave her flat, and she wouldn’t hear from him for months at a time. But she understands him, and he is much better off married to her than to a flapper.


Lillian Fabian, referring to Mrs. Mary Fuller,
her niece by marriage





He returned to his Aunt Lillian’s home and within days found work as a janitor at St. Mary’s Hospital. At that point, before the navy decided to cut its losses by simply discharging him, Earle was still a fugitive. As a precaution, he took the job under a pseudonym, the first of many he would assume in the coming years: Evan Louis Fuller.


The work was strictly menial. What redeemed it from absolute drudgery was the presence of a congenial co-worker, a cleaning lady in the maternity ward, who cast a spell of enchantment over Earle.


To other eyes, her charms were not quite as evident as they were to his. Even she was bewildered by the young man’s regard. No one else in her life had ever lavished such attention on her, and she had already lived a considerable span.


Her name was Mary Teresa Martin. She was a pinched and gray-haired spinster who resided in a boardinghouse a short trolley-ride away from the hospital. In the spring of 1919, she had just turned fifty-eight and looked every day of it.


Her other co-workers regarded Mary as a sweet, if mousy, old maid. Painfully shy, she could be tongue-tied to the point of incoherence around other adults. Addressed by her supervisor, Mary would cast her eyes downwards, wring her hands nervously, and stammer a barely audible response.


Earle was the single exception to this rule, the only other adult she seemed fully at ease with. Of course, having just turned twenty-two, he was a child by comparison to the aged Mary. He often acted like a child, too—a big, irrepressible boy full of puppyish enthusiasm. At the same time, there was a worldliness about him, the air of someone who had already seen and done things that the timorous spinster had never so much as dreamed of, let alone experienced.


The details of their early relationship—how Mary and Earle first came to speak, the course of their friendship, the blossoming of their love—are largely unknown. To the diffident old maid, the young man must have seemed deeply compelling, a fascinating mix of worldly experience and childlike exuberance. Besides, he was clearly a serious individual who was always musing on religious matters and citing Scripture by heart, traits that must certainly have made an impression on the pious Mary.


And there was something else about him that quickly became evident, a raw emotional neediness that brought out powerfully maternal feelings in the elderly woman. Something about the nearly sixty-year-old Mary Martin also stimulated powerful feelings, though of a significantly different nature, in Earle Ferral.


Just a few weeks after they met, Earle broached the subject of marriage. Mary, who had waited her whole life for a proposal, seemed ready to accept. There was, however, an obstacle. She was Irish Catholic; Earle was a Protestant. Always open to varieties of religious experience, he had no objection to a wedding conducted according to the rituals of the Roman Catholic church.


And so on Tuesday, August 5, 1919, at St. Agnes’ Rectory, Mary Teresa Martin married a man young enough to be not just her son but her grandson. And Earle Leonard Ferral took a wizened bride, the first in a string of elderly women who would become the objects of his increasingly deadly obsession.


The newlyweds rented a few cramped rooms in a dilapidated house on Masonic Avenue and Eighth Street. Sheltered as she was, Mary Fuller understood, of course, that matrimony required patience, even fortitude. After all, the vows she had taken spoke directly of its vicissitudes: “for better or worse, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health.” Even so, she wasn’t prepared for life with Earle Leonard Ferral. Who could have been? As she herself would later testify, in her primly understated way, her brief time with the man she knew as Evan Fuller was a “trying experience.”


His personal habits were an early source of mortification to the fastidious Mary. It quickly became clear that her husband’s standards of hygiene were not much higher than a hobo’s. He rarely bathed, a problem that acquired a special urgency in their claustrophobic living quarters. Mary was immediately cast into the role she would play throughout their marriage, the long-suffering mother to Earle’s feckless son.


One evening, before they were about to go out and visit her family, Mary finally put her foot down and insisted that he bathe. With a relenting shrug, Earle disappeared into the bathroom and emerged moments later carrying a glass of water. Then, seating himself on the edge of their mattress, he removed his shoes and socks and poured the contents of the glass over his feet.
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