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Introduction

She was minding her own business, walking down a center-city street, preoccupied with all the errands she had to finish before she headed home. The man who wanted her attention had other ideas, however. He followed her up one street and down another, calling out to her, but she refused to respond. She didn’t know him. She didn’t want to know him. Finally, after she had ignored him for what he felt was too long, he grabbed her, pulled out a gun, and killed her.

This type of senseless violence is enough to make one wonder whether America has lost its moral compass. Although it happened not too long ago in broad daylight on the streets of Philadelphia, similar crimes occur almost every day throughout the United States. Are such assaults now an integral part of our social order? With people wantonly killing each other over real or imagined slights, do we now have to live in fear?

There are no easy answers to such difficult questions. Crime has been around since the beginning of human civilization, but these days it sometimes seems as if it’s threatening to consume us all. It would be nice to think that criminals would be discouraged by all of the advances in forensic science, which can help solve a case by providing a string of clues from the tiniest sample of blood. The nation’s prisons are currently overflowing with inmates, however, who apparently thought they were too smart or too quick to get caught by the police.

No one has yet figured out why some people choose to commit murder, steal, or sell drugs, while others go on to become hardworking members of their communities. Somewhere a lack of personal responsibility factors into the equation. Maybe part of it is, in fact, society’s fault. Whatever the reason, crime does appear to be part and parcel of daily life anymore. At the same time, however, most of us still seem to know the difference between right and wrong. We cling to a value system that sometimes feels as though it’s been discarded by the rest of the world in favor of fast money and material goods. Even though the media insists that we are caught in the eye of an ethical hurricane, doomed to ultimate destruction, we struggle onward, refusing to compromise.


CRIME BY THE NUMBERS
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The Pennsylvania State Police and the U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics are two agencies responsible for compiling facts and figures about crime in the Keystone State. Unfortunately, while Pennsylvania’s total population has risen a little more than 10 percent since 1960, from about 11.3 million to more than 12.4 million people, certain crimes seem to have increased at a greater rate.

According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics, in 1960, the number of murders was 296; there were 995 incidents of rape, 3,840 robberies, and 6,072 cases of aggravated assault. By 2005, the state’s population had not grown dramatically, but there were 756 murders, 3,586 rapes, 19,214 robberies, and 29,205 cases of aggravated assault.

Most law enforcement authorities agree that drugs are a primary factor in the continued increase in robberies and violence. Besides the obvious dangers, a rising crime rate has resulted in overcrowded courts, overextended police resources, rising insurance costs, and higher prices to cover the costs of stolen merchandise.



We are all affected by crime, even when we are not victims of a direct attack. We live in a world where corrupt politicians and corporate executives skim funds without much thought for the needs of the poor and the working class. We’re charged higher prices to compensate merchants for shoplifting and employee theft. We’re forced to pay escalating insurance premiums to protect our lives and property in the event that a crime might happen, making fear the foundation of a national industry. And we’ve invested millions in taxes that fund the cost of operating prisons and courts, not to mention alarm systems and weapons designed to protect us from criminals.

Like the rest of their fellow Americans, many Pennsylvanians find themselves confronting a world where sudden violence can explode around them. Sometimes it seems that no matter how hard they try, crime is impossible to avoid. Statistics kept by the Pennsylvania State Police and other government agencies show that incidents of crime within the state have increased noticeably in recent years. Residents of major cities such as Pittsburgh, Harrisburg, and Philadelphia pick up their newspapers almost every day to find that murder, rape, and robbery have once again made the headlines, sometimes uncomfortably close to home. Philadelphia especially has been plagued by a marked increase in brutal and senseless killings over the last few years, despite the police department’s best efforts to stem the tide.

It’s not just those living in the cities who are suffering. Crime continues to strike randomly throughout Pennsylvania, targeting victims in bucolic settings as easily as it does on crowded metropolitan streets. Although both state and municipal police exert the maximum effort with minimal resources, the courts seem all too often to return criminals to the streets without making the punishment adequately fit the crime. In other instances, violators flee beyond the jurisdiction of the law and remain at large for years, if not permanently. More recently, illegal immigrants who commit crimes have added a new level of complexity to police investigations.

This book offers a selection of stories of some of the major criminal cases that have occurred in Pennsylvania between the early years of the twentieth century and the present day, ranging from assault to murder to the activities of organized crime. It does not examine minor violations, ethical dilemmas, or acts of civil disobedience. Detailed accounts of more famous crimes are interspersed with brief outlines of other, less familiar cases to provide perspective on the times. For every case that’s been solved, many others still remain open. Some will likely never be solved.

The book also offers a glimpse of some of the sillier state laws that still exist and reflect the time periods in which they were created. The final chapter describes what life is like for some of the men and women who have chosen careers on the front lines of law enforcement.

Before examining the individual cases, the book opens with a brief history of crime to provide a better background for these heinous acts. The offenses, presented in chronological order, begin with the Billie Whitla kidnapping in 1909. Unlike similar incidents that ended tragically, in this case the boy was safely returned to his family, and his kidnappers were ultimately arrested and prosecuted. As you will see, though, bad things were happening long before young Billie was targeted by a pair of unscrupulous individuals who simply wanted to make some easy money.


CHAPTER 1

A Brief History of

Crime in Pennsylvania
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Crime winds through Pennsylvania’s past like the trails that lead adventurous hikers through the state’s Allegheny and Appalachian Mountains. Although crime occurred in the days of the Native Americans who once made the region their home, early examples were not documented because tribal records of the period were passed on verbally. The tribes that lived in the area at that time included the Lenape, Susquehannock, and Iroquois, although there are currently no tribes in the state registered with the federal government. In those days, these tribes sometimes formed a loose confederacy of separate communities spread throughout the region. Typical crimes among the Native Americans included assault, adultery, theft, and murder, and the punishment was usually torture and death.

When William Penn received title to the land from King Charles II of England as repayment for a debt to Penn’s father, he christened it Pennsylvania, or “Penn’s woods.” The lush countryside, with its abundant forests and waterways, was very attractive to the immigrants who flocked to Pennsylvania, lured by the prospect of religious freedom and new opportunities that were not available in their homelands. In addition to English colonists, the area was soon settled by other ethnic groups, including Germans, French, and Welsh. Unlike many other proprietors, Penn tried from the start to establish fair treaties between the settlers and the Native Americans. As a Quaker, he believed all people should be treated the same. He paid the tribes for the land he had acquired and established a system of governance that gave rights to the Indians. Penn’s efforts were not always appreciated by the immigrants, however.

Once the colonists arrived, they sometimes documented their conflicts with the Native American population. Some of the first contacts, dating from the early seventeenth century, were marred by violence, as more settlers arrived to build on and fence in once-open land. One of the first recorded incidents involved the Iroquois, who lived along the Susquehanna River in the eastern portion of the territory. Around 1616, the tribe reportedly captured Stephen Brule, a Jesuit missionary who was believed to have been the first European to travel through the region. Brule was held captive and tortured for many years; when the Iroquois finally decided to kill him, they stripped off his clothes and discovered an Agnus Dei amulet hanging around his neck. At that moment, a storm erupted, which made the superstitious Indians believe Brule was favored by the gods, so they released him and sent him on his way.

During the French and Indian War, some Pennsylvania tribes willingly supported the French in an effort to remove the growing English population from their midst. They battled with British troops and massacred any settlers that they did not take prisoner. Unfortunately for the tribes, France eventually ceded rights to the region to England. Most Native Americans opted to migrate westward rather than live in proximity to the ever-growing stream of colonists. Those that remained often fought to the death in battles they were not able to win.

New settlers arrived in the major port of Philadelphia each week as word spread through Europe about the wonders of Penn’s colony. Having survived the horrors of sailing across the Atlantic Ocean wedged in tiny wooden ships, the immigrants were undeterred by the challenge of starting a new life in a new land. Most of them were honest people grateful for the chance to improve their lives through hard work. A small number of settlers, however, apparently felt that it was easier to fleece others than to work for a living. As the population of the region increased, so did the crime rate.

Some of Pennsylvania’s earliest criminal records came from Philadelphia, which was a bustling city by the late seventeenth century. At that time, local authorities dispensed justice the same way they did in every city in both the New World and Old: by meting out punishment. There was little concern for rehabilitating anyone who committed a crime. In Yesterday’s Philadelphia, George Wilson points out that the whipping post, stocks, and pillory were located at the intersection of Second and Market Streets as a reminder of what happened to anyone who broke the law. The pillory, a device similar in design to the stocks, was usually used on individuals who had committed more serious offenses. As part of their punishment, sometimes their ears were nailed to it as well, making them an easier target for anyone who wanted to throw rotten fruit or more dangerous objects.

At that time, Africans who had been brought to America as slaves were particularly vulnerable to such public punishment. Wilson notes that in 1693, a slave who was out alone on a Sunday without an owner’s written permission was often arrested, imprisoned overnight, and then forced to endure a public whipping the following day. By law, Sunday was a day of rest, and authorities reasoned that a slave would only be out on a master’s business. The slave-owner was later required to pay the fee charged for the whipping. The Quakers were so offended by this abuse that they first called for the abolition of slavery in 1696, but close to a century passed before many of their humane ideals gained influence with the public.

Violating the restriction against conducting business on Sunday was just one of the lesser crimes that occurred in the Colonial-era city. In Philadelphia: A 300-Year History, Russell Weigley et al. write that pickpockets and thieves were hard at work there by the early 1700s. With no full-time professional police force to stop them, the criminals robbed honest citizens with impunity. Although low-paid constables and volunteer watch groups sometimes banded together to patrol the streets, they were not always successful in controlling crime.

As a result, it was quite common for average people to pass judgment and take action when they felt it was necessary to right a wrong, no matter who violated the law. Angry parishioners of Christ Church rioted in the 1720s when they learned that their pastor, Rev. Francis Philips, had bragged about having sexual relations with different female church members. Another riot exploded in 1726 when the poor attacked and destroyed the pillories and stocks next to the High Street Market. Further rioting occurred in the 1730s, when the poor rebelled against a new law that prevented them from fishing for their food in the Schuylkill River. The early 1740s saw other outbreaks, caused by everything from the skyrocketing price of food to sailors on shore leave. But the rioters were not the only offenders who were prowling the city streets.

Colonists were arrested for crimes ranging from gambling to murder, and it was more common for lower-income criminals to be punished. Then, as now, the wealthy were often able to avoid prosecution, thanks to the intervention of influential friends. Some lawbreakers managed to appeal the magistrate’s decision and were let off after paying a fine or enduring a brief stay in the stocks. Others often faced more brutal punishments such as branding or hanging, or they could be subjected to exile from the colony. Though exile may not sound like much of a threat nowadays, it was no small punishment at a time when much of the region was unsettled and those banished faced danger from Native Americans, highwaymen, and other hazards. There was always a chance that the violators would never reach a different city alive. In the mid-1700s, Samuel Jackson, who had committed the capital crime of counterfeiting, was one of about a dozen criminals who chose banishment instead of jail as their punishment. Jackson was whipped first, but his sentence was commuted when he agreed to leave Philadelphia.

Thieves and thugs were initially imprisoned in structures like the wooden jail built at Second and High Streets. Since the building was not very sturdy, prisoners frequently found it easy to escape. At that time, jails were dangerous and disease-ridden holding pens, where men, women, and children were thrown together in one room, whether their crime was prostitution, pickpocketing, or petty theft. This practice continued for about the next 100 years. Before long, the growing criminal population of Philadelphia required additional quarters. In 1722, a prison built of stone, surrounded by a high wall, was opened at Third and High Streets. Unfortunately, the new jail was still not as secure as city officials would have liked. About fifteen inmates reportedly escaped during the first ten years after it opened.

By the mid-eighteenth century, a night watch regularly patrolled the city’s streets. Its presence, along with improved street lighting, helped reduce incidents of violence within the city. While the residents of Philadelphia may have enjoyed a brief respite from theft, assault, and murder at that time, things were not so peaceful in another, more rural portion of the state. The Paxton Boys, a group of Scotch-Irish settlers in Dauphin County, were not pleased by official efforts to treat the Native American population fairly. When the Indians began to attack settlers in an effort to turn back the tide of immigrants, the Paxton Boys felt that the government, situated in the East, did not appreciate the potential dangers they faced on what was then the western frontier. They formed a vigilante group and, on December 14, 1763, murdered six Indians who lived in a village near Millersville.

Although the remaining tribe members were placed in protective custody in Lancaster by Gov. John Penn, the Paxton Boys hunted them down and massacred them at the workhouse where they had been staying. Warrants were issued for the vigilantes’ arrest, but not surprisingly, no one ever came forward to identify them. Their raids on Native American settlements continued throughout the region, and in 1764, they boldly pursued some Indians right into the heart of Philadelphia. The Indians wanted sanctuary; the Paxton Boys wanted them dead. The settlers retreated peacefully after Benjamin Franklin came forward to listen to their demands, preventing what could have been a major conflict between the Paxton Boys and the city militia. In the end, though, violence proved unnecessary. Almost half of the Indians who had fled to Philadelphia died of smallpox in the overcrowded barracks that served as their home.

The advent of the Revolutionary War meant that criminals could have their sentences commuted if they agreed to fight for the American cause. While the jails were emptying with suddenly patriotic citizens, the city’s moral environment seemed to decline, according to the authors of Philadelphia: A 300-Year History: “There are no statistics on the relative increase of immorality and crime in the city, but according to one observer in 1780, vice was so prevalent that the Devil himself ‘wou’d blush to be here.’” Then again, some people at the time felt that any type of recreation, no matter how innocent, was either immoral or unpatriotic.

The gender bias of the period meant that women could sometimes literally get away with murder simply because the courts did not believe they were capable of committing such a serious crime. This opinion influenced sentencing for more than a century. In Women Who Kill, Ann Jones stated that Elizabeth Wilson was the first woman to be hanged in Pennsylvania, in 1786. She was one of fifteen women to be convicted of capital crimes during the Colonial era. Ten of the other women were either pardoned or exiled, but Wilson was hanged because her pardon did not arrive in time. Ironically, gender bias often didn’t overcome racial prejudice, which was commonplace at the time. Black women were frequently punished more harshly than whites who committed comparable crimes.

The Revolutionary War was quickly followed by the War of 1812, another confrontation with the English that finally proved America had the right to act independently of the British Crown. Did crime come to a halt while residents of the fledgling country once again fought for their rights? Not really. Graft and corruption, theft and murder were just some of the offenses that remained a part of daily life. But when the war ended, Americans everywhere focused their attention on Philadelphia, where a brazen woman had allegedly masterminded a plan to kidnap the governor of the state.

Ann Baker was a member of America’s new merchant middle class, a group that modeled their values on those of the wealthy. Bright and attractive, she grew up in a privileged setting and attended one of the first coeducational academies in the United States. Her hope of maintaining her comfortable lifestyle was dashed at fifteen, when she learned that her alcoholic father had lost his business. To help out her family, she agreed to an arranged marriage with John Carson, a forty-one-year-old sea captain who was infatuated with the accomplished young woman.

Although he did initially provide some financial security for the Baker family, Carson soon lost interest in domestic life. Absent for months at a time on long sea voyages, he frequently forgot to leave Ann enough money to support herself and their growing family. In desperation, she decided to open a small china shop, selling off some of the wedding presents she had received. When that business proved successful, Ann started a tearoom, which soon became a popular destination for local women. The more she was able to support herself, the more Ann chafed at the restrictions of marriage, because when Carson was home, he allegedly abused her both physically and mentally.

A few years after they married, the captain disappeared on a sailing trip to China, and his young wife believed he had perished at sea. But Anne wasn’t too disappointed that he was gone. In the interim, she had fallen in love with Richard Smith, a handsome twenty-one-year-old lieutenant in the American 23rd Regiment Infantry, who lived in an apartment in her house. A nephew of Daniel Clark of New Orleans, Smith was heir to Clark’s estate of more than $1 million—enough money on which to live happily ever after. Smith was sometimes referred to as Ann’s second husband. Whether or not they were legally married, their romance ground to a halt when the long-lost Captain Carson turned up about five years later, in the fall of 1815. As Ann’s first husband, he demanded that she take him back, creating a situation that would ultimately have fatal consequences. Her friends tried to persuade her to end her relationship with the young lieutenant, but Ann refused. After about six months of living in the same household, the two men confronted each other one night in the parlor of the Carson home. Some say Ann instigated the argument that ensued. Although we may never know the details about what was said, before it was over, Smith had shot and killed the captain.

Both Smith and Ann were arrested for the crime. While Smith was tried before Judge Jacob Rush and convicted of murder, Ann was acquitted of all charges. The all-male jury simply could not believe a mere woman could commit such a heinous act, let alone convict her. As it turned out, not only was Ann capable of being involved in her husband’s murder, she later created an elaborate plot to save her lover from the gallows. First she tried to break Smith out of the Walnut Street Prison. When that attempt failed, Ann decided to kidnap Alderman Binns, a local political leader who had refused to approach the governor on her behalf to request a pardon for Smith. That plan also fell through, so she enlisted some confederates to help her kidnap the alderman’s son on his way home from school in order to gain Binns’s cooperation. When Binns learned of the plan, he kept his son home, which further frustrated her. Finally Ann decided that her only hope was to kidnap the governor himself. Gov. Simon Snyder learned about the plot on the night of the attempt and issued a warrant for the capture of the desperate woman and her associates.

Arrested and held on $5,000 bail, Ann was ultimately returned to Philadelphia. Smith was hanged for Carson’s murder, but Ann was acquitted of the attempted-kidnapping charges, probably because it was too embarrassing for the governor to admit that he had been targeted by a woman. Unable to find work, Ann decided to raise money by dictating her colorful life story, which became a book titled The Memoirs of the Celebrated and Beautiful Mrs. Ann Carson. Although the public read her book with avid delight, it did not provide her with much of an income, and Ann died in debtor’s prison of typhoid fever on April 27, 1824.
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