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​Murder on Washington Boulevard (1888)
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Thieves were active on Chicago’s west side throughout January and February 1888. More than a dozen robberies had been reported, and nearly as many attempted.

After dark on February 7, burglars stole a horse and sled from James Kavanaugh’s barn at 987 West Lake Street. Next door, at Latus Bros. Dry Goods Store, they cut a panel out of the entry door and grabbed about one thousand dollars in merchandise.

Not long after that, Mrs. J. A. Brooks, at 431 Washington Boulevard, was awakened by a disturbance in her backyard. When her son-in-law poked his head outside to investigate, the robbers fled into Mr. Kneff’s yard. And then, when Kneff investigated the noise at his door, the robbers fled to Amos Snell’s home on the corner of Washington Boulevard and Ada Street.

Snell lived in a white three-story mansion that had recently been remodeled. Four doors led into the house. One at the rear, one at the side, and two in the front. The basement doorway was concealed under stone steps that led to the front entrance, where Snell kept his office. His desk was pushed up against the window. Next to it sat a Marvin’s safe where he stored his valuable papers, and inside it was a strongbox. In addition, several boxes of documents were stacked against the opposite wall.

There was another large room beyond that, and then the kitchen. The robbers cut a six-inch hole in a panel of the rear kitchen door, then reached in and turned the handle.

Once inside, they ransacked Snell’s office, then pried the safe open. Opening the strongbox inside it proved more challenging. The bandits tried drilling it with no luck, so they unscrewed it from its casing and pulled it apart. Detectives speculated the thieves didn’t find the money they expected, so they moved upstairs in search of better pickings. 

At the top of the stairs, they found a set of folding parlor doors securely locked. But the doors proved only a minor distraction. A jimmy made short work of them.

Unfortunately, the noise the burglars made prying the door open woke Amos Snell. He was a tough, old cuss, nearly sixty-five years old, six feet tall, weighing about 200 pounds, and not one to walk away from trouble. Snell grabbed his old-fashioned Colt muzzleloader and made his way into the hallway.

Halfway down the stairs, Snell fired two shots. The intruders got off three shots, two of which struck Snell. The robber’s aim “was deadly,” reported The Inter Ocean. One bullet “struck Mr. Snell in the left breast three inches above the nipple. The other struck him just above and behind the left ear.” Snell staggered and fell dead at the base of the stairs. 
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Washington Boulevard from Garfield Park, circa 1909. (Vintage postcard.)

“Blood flowed freely from both wounds,” continued the reporter, trying to share all the gruesome details. It saturated Snell’s “nightshirt and congealed in great clots on the marble floor of the hallway.”​[1]

The shooting happened at about 2 a.m. However, the body wasn’t discovered until early the following day. Coachman, Henry Winklehook,​[2] went into the house to stoke the furnace and grab breakfast. When he didn’t see the servant girls in the kitchen, he walked through the house looking for them, and found Snell’s body at the bottom of the staircase.

The two servant girls, Rosa Burkstahlen and Ida Bjornstad, slept on the floor above Snell. Snell’s granddaughters slept in the room next to them. His daughter, Grace Coffin, had left the children with her father while she traveled to Milwaukee with her mother, Henrietta Snell.

The following day, Rosa Burkstahlen told detectives she heard what she thought was a gunshot at about 2 a.m. After that, someone screamed, “Get out! Get out of here!” And then several more shots roared out in quick succession.

Unsure what to do, she woke Ida. They stamped on the floor and hollered for Mr. Snell, but got no answer. They peeked out the window and saw a commotion around Martine’s Dance Hall as people scattered and left the ball. Then the girls returned to sleep, satisfying themselves that nothing was wrong.​[3]

An hour before the murder, sergeant Jack Harnett arrested John Burke and Frank Walters outside Martine’s Dance Hall, just down the street from Snell’s house. Both men had served time for robbery but didn’t have a record of committing violent crimes. That didn’t stop the police from holding them until they satisfied themselves; the men didn’t have a hand in Snell’s murder. A few days after that, James Gillan, a well-known break-in man, confessed to murdering Snell. He told detectives that Burke and Walters were in it with him.
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Another view of Washington Boulevard, circa 1909. (Vintage postcard.)

And for a while, it appeared as if the case was solved, but Sergeant Harnett busted that confession wide open. The men couldn’t be in two places, and he had arrested Burke and Walters before the servant girls heard the gunshots. Gillan’s confession quickly fell apart. Several elements of his story didn’t match the evidence, so the men were released.

A few days after the murder, police received their first solid clue. Mrs. Wick, who ran a boarding house at 476 West Madison Street, told Detective Sandy Hanley one of her tenants disappeared the morning after the murder. 

She knew little about the man other than his name was William Clark. When he took the room, he told her he was a reporter and often worked the night beat. As a result, he kept late hours. She could only recall one visitor during his stay there—a taller, heavyset man called Ed.

She’d done some snooping after Clark disappeared and found some partially burned papers in a grate in his room. One of them was a $2500 note signed by A. J. Stone, a son-in-law of Amos Snell. Detectives later identified some silver in the room as taken in several west side burglaries. They also found several papers taken from Snell’s safe, including $2,000 in Cook County script.

That information led detectives to Jennie Clifford’s home on Curtis Street. She knew the man they were asking about, but his name was Billy Scott, not William Clark. He showed up at her place about an hour after Snell’s murder, acting nervous and said he needed to leave town quickly. She gave him twenty dollars and sent him on his way.

It wasn’t much to go on. But as the police were leaving, Jennie remembered Billy had left a gold-headed cane at Alfred J. Clarke’s jewelry store on West Madison Street to have it engraved.

The jeweler gave the man’s name as William B. Tascott, whose father owned a paint factory on the west side. So finally, almost a week after Amos Snell’s murder, the police had a solid lead on his killer. 

A wanted poster in 1888 described William Tascott as 22, 5 feet 8 or 9 inches tall, weighing about 150 pounds. He stood “very erect,” had a round face, heavy eyebrows, and a small dark mustache. “He generally had his hands in his pocket and has the air of a loafer.” The only other thing they knew was Tascott was an “expert pool player” and frequented pool rooms.​[4]

In short, he was like a thousand other young men you might find on the streets of any big city. He could easily fade into the background, so finding him wouldn’t be easy.

Tascott traveled under several aliases—William Clark and Billy Scott, among others. A girl living in Oak Park knew him as T. A. Gathright. She gave detectives a sample of his handwriting, as a poem he had written.

“What’s the use of always fretting

At the trials that we shall find,

Ever strewn along our paths?

Travel on and never mind.”​[5]

Six days after Snell’s murder, Tascott surfaced at Andrew Merrill’s newsstand in St. Paul, Minnesota. He purchased a few papers, reminisced with his old friend Merrill, and moved on. The following day, Merrill read Tascott was wanted for murder in Chicago and rushed to the police station to tell what he knew.

If Tascott and Merrill were friends, no love was lost between them.

“Tascott was a wild, reckless sort of a fellow,” Merrill told police. He “was constantly getting into some scrape. His parents are quite well off, and his father was constantly helping Billy out of some scrape.”

Unfortunately, the police got the information too late. Less than an hour after Tascott left Merrill’s newsstand, he pawned his suit and the gold-headed cane at a local pawnshop, and slipped entirely off the grid.

Over the next two years, people reported seeing Tascott in just about every state, but he was never found. 

Another person of interest was Fred Bondy, an elevator man at the Palmer House. Bondy had disappeared two days after Snell’s murder. He was described as 39 years old, 5 feet 9 inches tall, and heavyset, with dark brown hair.

Bondy was a person of interest in the case because Tascott was also an elevator operator at the Palmer House. The two men started working there on the same day, “slept not only in the same room, but in the same bed, and disappeared from their usual haunts within two days of each other.”​[6]

The Inter Ocean explained the help at the Palmer House slept in a communal room with six beds and two people in each bed. Tascott started there on December 2, and left on February 4. 

A few days later, he showed up at the Palmer House Cafe, holding two pearl-handled revolvers. Tascott also had a small mahogany box containing his burglar’s toolkit. Whether he told the employees what was in it was unknown. When asked why he needed two revolvers, Tascott responded, “when he wanted a revolver, he wanted it bad.”

Not long after that, Tascott returned to the cafe, flashing a big roll of cash. At least one note was a hundred-dollar bill.

When asked where he got it, Tascott tapped on his revolver, saying, “I made it with that.”​[7]

Tascott’s family proved less than helpful. His father was too broken up to talk, and his brother spoke in circles.

A reporter for The Inter Ocean talked with Tascott’s half-brother a week after Snell’s murder. Frank Tascott said his brother was with him at the time of the murder. They rode into Chicago on one of the morning trains, spent the afternoon together, and ate supper at his house. William slept at Frank’s home that night and was in bed before 11 p.m.

Besides, William wouldn’t have committed a robbery. He didn’t have any need for money. His father gave him a generous allowance and free rein to do as he pleased. William Tascott didn’t have a reason or opportunity to commit the crime. The police were barking up the wrong tree.

When asked why he didn’t bring his brother back to clear his name, Tascott became more elusive. “Mr. Snell was a very rich man,” he said. “His heirs want someone to be punished for his death. I think we had better wait a little before producing him. I do not say that we can produce him, but if we could, we would not do so at once.”​[8]

Besides the notes in Tascott’s room and his sudden disappearance, nothing tied him to the murder. Those things could have been a coincidence. Nothing more. Stranger things had happened.

A few days after Snell’s murder, his family offered a $10,000 reward for Tascott’s capture. His wife doubled the reward to $20,000 in September,​[9] then upped it to $50,000 in December.​[10] Unfortunately, throwing money at the case didn’t solve the problem. The police needed more and better leads. Otherwise, they needed to restart their investigation and approach it from a different angle.

Tascott had vanished so well detectives believed he might have died. But that theory was crushed in June 1889, when it was learned Frank Tascott was negotiating his brother’s surrender with the Chicago police. Supposedly, Tascott had agreed to surrender if he could collect the $50,000 reward offered for his capture to use as his defense fund.​[11]

Police inspector Marsh blamed the deal’s failure on the distrust of Frank Tascott. “When he got the impression that the boy might not get a square deal, he began to undo all that had been done,” said Marsh. “He said the police were against the boy.”

Marsh said that was untrue, but Frank never returned to the table afterward.

And even if Tascott turned himself in, Marsh doubted he could get a conviction. “From the evidence to which I had access,” he said, “I do not think William B. Tascott could be convicted of the murder of Amos J. Snell.” 

And then, just as things were quieting down, a story broke in the Chicago Tribune, saying Tascott’s pals strangled him the day after they killed Snell. 

Sophia Ordway, an inmate at Bay View, a sanitarium for the insane in Baltimore, said her husband was in on the Snell heist with Tascott. He came home the following day with a bloody handkerchief and no shoes. When she asked about it, her husband said he loaned his shoes to Tascott. He was injured in the shooting and dying in an alley behind a saloon on West Madison Street. 

Ordway and his pals strangled Tascott later that day and dumped his body where no one could find it. She didn’t know everyone’s full name, but Funkhouser, Marsden, and her husband were the leading players.​[12]

Inspector George W. Hubbard didn’t believe her story. The evidence showed Tascott visited St. Paul a few days after Snell’s murder. As far as he was concerned, Sophia Ordway was where she belonged. In the looney bin.

It seemed like everyone had a pet theory about what happened. A reporter on The Inter Ocean believed the robbery had been planned for some time. As evidence, he interviewed Snell’s neighbor, Isaiah Russell. 

“Last Sunday morning, when I first got up,” said Russell, “I noticed two men sitting on the little guardrail, which separates the lawn from the corner. They stayed there a long time and returned during the day.” He saw them lurking around again the following day.

“Then I became interested enough to watch them a few minutes,” continued Russell. “Snell’s house appeared to be the object of their attention.

“One of them was more than ordinarily tall with a dark, full beard. The other was much shorter but more compactly built.”

They watched Snell’s house all day Monday and Tuesday, met at the corner, talked for a few minutes, and disappeared. Their actions seemed suspicious, but not so much to make Russell alert Snell to the danger.​[13]
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Amos Snell was shot to death by burglars on February 8, 1888. William B. Tascott, the suspected killer, was never caught. (The Inter Ocean. February 9, 1888.)

Snell himself was a colorful character who settled in Chicago before the Civil War. The papers painted a portrait of him as a badass but paranoid old man, afraid of burglars but not smart enough to steer clear of them. “It has been his custom to seize a revolver,” reported the Chicago Tribune, “and search the house alone in the dark whenever suspicious noises awakened him.” Snell was so addicted to that habit his family expected it would get him killed. And sure enough, it did.

Amos Snell was born in Little Falls, New York, in 1824. He married when he was twenty, then headed west to make his fortune. Not long after that, he found himself in Chicago, where he started a small hotel in Schaumburg.

Six years later, he moved to Jefferson, Illinois, and began farming. He saved his money and started purchasing small plots of land. Then, towards the beginning of the Civil War, he contracted with the railroads, furnishing them with coal, wood, and ties.

By the end of the war, Amos Snell had accumulated nearly $100,000. Then he moved back to Chicago, where he carefully surveyed the city and its roads. He bought up much of the land between Jefferson and Chicago, establishing a trail known as “Snell’s Toll Road.” Then he started buying cheap, undeveloped land along the city’s west side. Over time, as the area developed, he sold it, reaping huge profits.

The Inter Ocean estimated Snell was worth $3 million, or roughly $80 million today. When Snell’s estate was distributed in February 1889, seven heirs received approximately $500,000 each.​[14]

A year after Amos Snell’s murder, the St. Louis Globe-Democrat offered an interesting observation. “The detective police of Chicago and the country are demonstrating by frequent arrests that there are a great many men in the United States and Canada who did not murder Amos Snell.”​[15] And they were right. Catching Tascott was a bit like finding the proverbial needle in the haystack. The police might find him, but the odds were against it.

Or they might have solved the case a few days after the murder, but didn’t know it. James Gillan was arrested shortly after the murder and confessed to killing Snell. But the police didn’t think they had enough evidence to bring him to trial, so they kept pressing the case against Tascott.

Gillan made a deathbed confession in 1889, saying he killed millionaire Amos J. Snell, and William Tascott had nothing to do with it. There was another man in on it with him, but he refused to name him. “Thieves honor.”

By the time Gillan’s confession became public knowledge in 1910, the police had determined William Tascott probably had no part in the crime. If anything, he was a scapegoat “forced into the role or hired into it.” Their final opinion was that James Gillan and the unnamed gunman in his confession killed
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