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  WISCONSIN’S FAMOUSLY INFAMOUS: STORIED, SCANDALOUS, AND STILL TALKED ABOUT
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  Amid the dairy farms, breweries, and polka bands lived some of Wisconsin’s most notorious residents whose stories we still remember today. Famous largely for their misdeeds, these colorful characters left an indelible mark on the Badger State. Collected here are the stories of a few Wisconsinites whose lives continue to fascinate residents long after their deaths.
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  THE SHINING BROW OF SPRING GREEN

  


  Ask most Wisconsinites about famed architect Frank Lloyd Wright and they’ll speak with pride of his worldwide acclaim and the attributes of his celebrated Prairie style designs. Today, his Taliesin in Spring Green, Wisconsin, attracts visitors from around the world and is celebrated in the community. But when it was built, townspeople shunned the building and those living in it. It wasn’t because they did not appreciate the building’s innovative design, but rather because they condemned Wright and his lover for being shameful adulterers, and undeserving of the company of good people.


  The property upon which the celebrated landmark was built was purchased by Wright’s mother for the architect to design a love nest for his mistress, Mamah Borthwick. Wright, then married to Catherine, first met Mamah Borthwick Cheney when her husband, Edwin Cheney, commissioned Wright to build an Oak Park home for his family in 1903. The mother of two spent a great deal of time with the architect while he was designing the house, and the pair quickly fell in love. The affair was so passionate that the couple decided to leave their spouses; however, Wright’s wife, Catherine, refused to grant him a divorce. Catherine’s refusal did not cool the flame between these lovers; instead they went public with their relationship. This forbidden affair caused them to be socially ostracized, so the couple abandoned their families and ran off to Europe in 1909 to avoid further judgment.


  When their time in Europe was over, they were uncertain of where to go. Shunned by their peers in Chicago, the couple fled to Wright’s native Wisconsin. The scandalous pair were not well received, but rather begrudgingly accepted when Wright began building Taliesin in 1911. Wright remained married to Catherine, but Mamah was the lady of this estate. Her children continued to live in Chicago with their father, and the Wright children lived with their mother. The pair were happy in their isolation, the centers of their self-created universe, but their blissful existence would not last.
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  In the summer of 1914, Mamah’s children came to Spring Green for a visit during their school holiday. On August 15, 1914, the mother and her two children, eight-year-old Martha and twelve-year-old John, were seated for lunch on the porch of the prairie home. In the nearby dining room, Wright’s employees were also gathered for lunch while he was away from Taliesin on business. Serving both parties that day was thirty-year-old, jack-of-all-trades Julian Carlton. His wife, Gertrude, did the cooking, and together they were the caretakers of Taliesin.


  Carlton served soup to Mamah and her children, then stepped away from the table. When he returned, he approached the mother from behind, and delivered a powerful axe blow that split the woman’s skull wide open. Her son John was next; he suffered from a fatal axe strike to his forehead. Young Martha fled the scene of carnage, but her little legs did not carry her far. Carlton easily caught up with the girl and repeatedly struck her in the head with his axe, killing her, as he had done to her mother and brother.


  Meanwhile, Wright’s employees were oblivious to the violence occurring just yards from where they dined. The men were eating their soup when they heard what a survivor remembered as a “sloshing sound,” as if water were hitting the outside of the door. Suddenly, to the shock of the dining employees, the room was engulfed in flames. After killing Mamah and her children, Carlton had circled the room, the porch, and the bodies of Mamah and her children in gasoline and then tossed a lit match onto the deadly trail.
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  When the men tried to flee the dining room, they discovered they were locked in, and the door was barricaded. Trapped, the desperate men barreled through the barricade, only to discover an axe-wielding Carlton outside the room. The men feared they would die, either by flame or axe blade. Summoning all of his courage, a nineteen-year-old draftsman, his clothing and hair ablaze, managed to jump out the window and avoid Carlton’s swinging axe. He and two other men, both burned and wounded by axe blows, escaped the property and ran a half mile to the nearest neighbor to get help. When help finally arrived, the building was consumed by flames and six lay dead. Days later, one of the men who initially escaped the attack succumbed to his injuries, causing the death toll of this horrific day to climb to seven.


  Carlton had nowhere to run from his brutal crime and after an extensive search of the property was found hiding in the unlit furnace of the home. In an effort to avoid the consequences of the massacre, he attempted suicide by swallowing caustic acid. He was transported to jail where he reportedly received medical attention for his self-inflicted wounds. Despite medical intervention, Carlton was unable to eat or drink due to the damage caused by ingesting the acid; he died soon after from starvation. To this day his motives for the slaying remain a mystery.
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  Wright was devastated by this massacre, which took place in his absence, sparing his life, but destroying his home, studio, and happiness. Wright built Taliesin for Mamah, and he was determined to rebuild the home to keep her light shining in his world. And he did. With few modifications, Wright kept the rebuilding plans nearly identical to the home he had created for his lover.


  By 1915 the new Taliesin was completed and Wright moved back in with a new love, after finally receiving a divorce from his wife, Catherine. But Wright found no happiness in the rebuilt home, and one lonely night in 1925 while sitting in a dining room identical to the one in which the massacre had occurred, he noticed smoke billowing into the room.


  Rising to follow the smoke, he discovered his bedroom was ablaze. While no one was injured in the fire, high winds fed the flames and the home was destroyed for a second time. It is believed that lightning struck a telephone line, transferring the surge to his bedside phone, which started the blaze. Taliesin was once again consumed by flames; the building visitors see today is the third incarnation of this famous landmark. In deep debt after the second fire, it appeared that Wright might have been forced to leave the property to pay his creditors. With the help of good friends and a restructuring of his business, he returned to the land and began building Taliesin III in 1928. It was in that building that Wright created some of his most celebrated designs, including the Guggenheim Museum. Frank Lloyd Wright remained connected to Taliesin, a place of both triumph and tragedy, for the remainder of his life.
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  THE ASSASSINATION ATTEMPT ON THEODORE ROOSEVELT

  


  On October 14, 1912, Roosevelt made a campaign stop in Milwaukee on his nationwide tour to support his controversial candidacy to become the country’s first third-term president. While he was aware that many were opposed to the unprecedented run—in fact he had received a number of death threats during the campaign—Roosevelt was unaware that a man had been trailing him from state to state for several weeks, waiting for an opportunity to permanently end his campaign, and the president’s life.


  Roosevelt’s would-be assassin was named John Flammang Schrank, a thirty-six-year-old former saloonkeeper. Born in Bavaria, Germany, Schrank immigrated to the United States with his parents when he was nine years old. Sadly, his parents both died shortly after arriving in their new country. Raised by his aunt and uncle, Schrank worked at the family-owned saloon in Manhattan. Upon inheriting the business, Schrank sold the saloon and began to live off the proceeds of the sale. It was during this time that Schrank began to fixate on Roosevelt, stating, “Any man looking for a third term ought to be shot.” Schrank believed that a third presidential term was a threat to the nation’s democracy.


  Later, he revealed that he had twice been visited in a dream by the assassinated former president, William McKinley. In one dream, Schrank reported that McKinley rose from the grave, then pointed at Roosevelt and said, “This is my murderer,” then ordered Schrank to “avenge my death.” In
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  the second dream, Schrank claims that McKinley’s ghost returned to state, “Do not let a murderer get in the president’s chair.”


  Arming himself with a .38-caliber Colt revolver, Schrank set off to assassinate Roosevelt. He trailed the president from New Orleans to Atlanta, then to Chattanooga, Indianapolis, and Chicago before arriving in Milwaukee hoping to find the opportunity to kill Roosevelt that had not presented itself in the other cities.


  While in Milwaukee, Roosevelt dined and napped in the now demolished Gilpatrick Hotel on Third Street and Kilbourn Avenue. Schrank drank beer in a saloon across the street. The man downed beer after beer, lying in wait to slay Roosevelt. The opportunity came shortly after 8 p.m. when Roosevelt emerged from the hotel and into the cheering crowd that gathered to catch a glimpse of the candidate. Making his way into the open-air car waiting to take him to the Milwaukee Auditorium, Roosevelt stood on the floorboard and waved to the excited crowd. Schrank maneuvered through the group of admirers until he was no more than five feet from the president, raised his revolver, and shot Roosevelt in the chest.


  Within moments, Roosevelt’s stenographer leapt onto the would-be assassin and put the man into a half-nelson hold while grabbing his wrist to prevent Schrank from firing a second shot. At once, the crowd turned on Schrank, beating and kicking the detained man while shouts of “Kill him” filled the air. Roosevelt’s aides rushed to the wounded candidate, who, despite being shot in the chest, demanded that he be taken to the auditorium where nine thousand Wisconsinites awaited his arrival. He dismissed the pleas from his entourage to seek medical attention, explaining to the anxious men that he had coughed three times in his hand and saw no blood in his palm, which he assumed meant his lung had not been pierced and he was in no immediate harm. As Roosevelt was unwilling to cancel his speech, the group acquiesced and delivered the man to his eager audience.


  Teddy Roosevelt faced the audience of the Milwaukee Auditorium, which was filled to capacity with those supporting the president’s bid for a third term under his newly formed Bull Moose Party, and said, “Friends, I shall ask you to be as quiet as possible. I don’t know whether you fully understand that I have just been shot.” He then opened his jacket and revealed his blood-soaked shirt to the stunned crowd before proceeding with his prepared speech. Reassuring the crowd that “it takes more than that to kill a Bull Moose,” a pale and weak-voiced Roosevelt read for ninety minutes from his bullet-scarred speech before leaving the stage to be taken for medical treatment.
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  Schrank’s bullet passed through Roosevelt’s heavy coat, his fifty-page speech, and his steel-lined spectacles case, and then lodged itself in the president’s fourth rib. Blood flowed from the bullet wound throughout his ninety-minute speech. Weakened from the loss of blood, Roosevelt agreed to be taken to the hospital after his appearance that night. Later, doctors determined that it was more dangerous to remove the bullet than to leave it inside his chest. Roosevelt lived the remainder of his days with the bullet firmly lodged in his body. While this near-tragic event helped solidify Roosevelt’s reputation as a tough, unflappable leader, he lost the 1912 election to Woodrow Wilson. However, he earned the distinction of being the most successful third-party candidate in American history.


  John Flammang Schrank was quickly declared insane and confined to the Central State Mental Hospital in Wisconsin. He remained there until his death in 1943.
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  JOHN MCCAFFARY (1820–1851)

  

  
  THE FIRST (AND LAST) MAN TO BE EXECUTED BY THE STATE OF WISCONSIN


  John McCaffary stood before the crowd of nearly three thousand and said softly, “I was the cause of the death of my wife, and hope my fate will be a warning to you all; I forgive all my enemies and all the witnesses against me.” He then shook hands with the sheriff, who adjusted the noose around McCaffary’s neck and pulled a hood over the condemned man’s face. The breathless crowd eagerly counted down the seconds until the clock signaled it was 1 p.m., the time appointed for the State of Wisconsin to execute its first man.


  McCaffary’s path to the gallows began on a steamy July night in Kenosha. The man and his wife, Bridget, were a rancorous pair whose loud arguments could often be heard by the boarders who rented the upper rooms of their home. The fighting between the couple had been raging for hours, the shouting occasionally punctuated by the sounds of shattering crockery. As the evening dragged on, the couple’s quarrel moved into the backyard. Shortly before midnight, neighbors in nearby houses reported hearing Bridget scream, “John spare me! John save me!” An ominous silence fell over the McCaffary property, which was soon interrupted by the sounds of something heavy being dragged across the ground. A curious neighbor peered out the window and spied a wet and muddy John dragging a large water barrel to the rear of his home.
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  Growing suspicious, the neighbor watched McCaffary struggle with the barrel. After the man crawled out of the deep barrel, the neighbor went down to McCaffary’s yard and asked John if Bridget was in the barrel.


  At first, McCaffary would only state that someone was in the barrel, but he did not know who it was, before quickly retracting that statement and saying there was only an old shirt in the barrel.


  The neighbor thrust his arm into the dark water and pulled the now dead woman from its depths. Bridget’s corpse was still warm to the touch, but beyond revival. With her in the murky water was one of John’s shoes, and his hat.


  McCaffary had seized his wife by the neck, dragged her to the barrel, and then held her head underwater until she no longer struggled for breath. McCaffary was arrested for the murder of his wife.


  After a trial that lasted ten days, the jury took only ninety minutes to find the Irish immigrant guilty of “willful murder.” The crime was the only one punishable by death under the newly ratified Wisconsin laws, and McCaffary would be the first man sentenced to death.


  In an impassioned speech, Judge E. V. Whiton urged the condemned man to use the final days of his life to pray and repent for his sins before his execution. McCaffary, who pled not guilty and did not take the stand during the trial, maintained his silence during sentencing, breaking it only to utter a solitary “no” when the judge asked him if there was any reason he should not be executed for the murder of his wife.


  With his hanging imminent, McCaffary embraced religion as he waited in jail for his time on the gallows. His repentance is said to have been heavily influenced by his belief that the spirit of the murdered Bridget visited him in jail. The man claimed that his interactions with his late wife caused him “great mental torture and the loss of physical strength.” His final weeks were spent in prayer and it seemed to bring him comfort. On the morning of August 21, 1851, he left his cell without resistance and walked to the sandy knoll where he would be hanged.


  Eager spectators filled with morbid glee traveled from near and far to witness the execution. A crowd of three thousand gathered and watched McCaffary pray for ten minutes with a priest. The spectators fell silent when the condemned man walked across the scaffold and, for the first time, confessed that he had murdered his wife. When his final words had been spoken, the hood was slipped over the doomed man’s face and the noose was placed around his neck. What happened next was so gruesome it ensured that no other man would ever again be sentenced to death by the state of Wisconsin.


  At the appointed time, the sheriff stepped upon a spring in the scaffold which hoisted the prisoner’s body into the air. Rather than the sharp crack of the rope that the crowd expected to hear, there was instead a brief shrug of the condemned man’s shoulders. His body twisted and struggled in the air as the crowd watched McCaffary slowly strangle at the end of the rope. After five full minutes of watching the body convulse, the movement ceased, and after eight minutes of hanging, the body was lowered to be examined by a physician to confirm death. Amazingly, the prisoner’s heart was still beating. His still living body was again hoisted upon the scaffolding and hanged for another ten minutes before his life was finally extinguished. The body was immediately removed from the noose and placed in a coffin that was later buried in Kenosha’s Green Ridge Cemetery.
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  McCaffary’s slow and painful death
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  SHERMAN MILLER BOOTH (1812–1904)
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  ROMEO AND JULIET

  

  
  

  

  

  

  

[image: An illustration of the famous elephant traveling with the circus. Public Domain]

  
  
  

  

[image: An elephant hard at work for Ringling Brothers, a circus company founded in Wisconsin. Public Domain]
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  ARTHUR PRICE ROBERTS (1867–1940)
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