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The Killer Who Listens To Mom

The short lived but murderous spree of the ‘Mad Dog’ and his accomplice, ‘Meatball’, was one of the most horrific in New England history.  

For ten weeks, liquor store, convenience store, gas station owners and those who ran other small businesses lived in a state of increasing terror.  A set of small-scale robberies were accompanied by beatings and murder completely out of proportion to the situation, all for the sake of a few dollars.

Joseph Taborsky, the ‘Mad Dog’, killed seven innocent men and women, and seriously injured many more, leaving them for dead.  The vast majority of these killings took place in that short, ten-week spell.  His semi moronic, illiterate accomplice, Arthur Culombe, known as ‘Meatball’, added to the tally as the merciless pair struck repeatedly.

But there was much more to Taborsky’s wanton evil than just homicide, assault and robbery.  From the case against he and Culombe, the journey towards the establishment of the now universal Miranda rights was begun.  And more, there were unseen victims.  Those were the families of the twin killers; good people whose own lives were ruined by the crest of hatred that rocked the usually passive state of Connecticut during those crime filled weeks, and for many, revenge filled, years after.

Joseph Louis Taborsky was born on March 23rd, 1924 in the bustling New England town of Hartford, Connecticut.  He was one of four siblings, who included his younger brother Albert and sisters Esther and Marian.  

Hartford is a bit of a concrete jungle today, but back in the swinging twenties it was a thriving coastal city, capital of the state (a title it retains) and home to a number of businesses - especially in the burgeoning field of insurance.

With a little over 100,00 residents, the city was big enough to offer every modern convenience, and small enough to feel safe and homely.  Indeed, young Joseph (the Louis was quickly dropped to the foreshortened ‘L’, as in Joseph L Taborsky) grew up in a loving, fairly comfortably off middle class home.  But this was the 1920s, and even for the more affluent members of society, life was challenging.  His father, also Joseph, worked hard as a door to door salesman, putting in many hours and going through plenty of shoe leather as he sought to make enough to feed his family.

Yet he succeeded, and with mom (another Esther) at home looking after the kids there was little about those early years which would suggest that Joseph would grow up to become one of the most savage killers in United States’ history.

But he did.  And so we might try to extract a few clues from his early years that explain this. He was barely in out of nappies when he first had his name recorded on the law enforcement authority’s register.  That was for the theft of a bike, and the boy was a mere seven years old. He was released without further punishment, and promptly stole another bike.  In the end, his wayward actions caught up with him, and he spent some time in a reform school.

It is very difficult, though, to pin down anything in his childhood which might properly explain his criminal intent.  As we have seen, although far from dripping money, the family were comfortable.  Beyond his commitment to hard work, we know little about his father; however, that his work ethic was so strong would seem to suggest a man with firm values, even if we are not completely aware of what those values might be.

Taborsky’s mother, though, is somebody about whom we can draw more conclusions.  She was a home maker.  She coped with bringing up one son who suffered mental health issues.  Albert was backwards from the beginning; physically as well as mentally.  

While Joseph was a large man, solidly built and tall, a part time boxer who certainly possessed the physique for that sport, Albert was smaller and very skinny.  If the heavy rimmed glasses he wore suggested a child of intellect, speaking with him would quickly disprove that appearance.  Yet it seems as though Albert grew up as well as he could.  It was only later, on reaching adulthood, that he too was drawn into crime.

We know little about the sisters in the family.  However, Esther became a stalwart of the Salvation Army, a kindly woman who was known for her helpfulness and support to others.  Mom Esther would not be able to instil such values in a person where she not a loving woman herself, it would surely seem.

And she held firm standards towards the entire family.  As we will see, it was she who put the importance of justice ahead of her personal devotion to her sons in an attempt to stop their criminal activities.  She did so not once, but twice.  In return, she was adored by the boys.  Even as he grew up, and became hardened by a society in which, for whatever reason, he just could not fit, Joseph held his mother in the highest esteem, and would do anything for her.

By the time he turned eighteen, Joseph Taborsky was given his first sentence in prison. It was a small one, and he was sent to the local jail to serve it out.  Taborsky, however, had no intention of remaining behind bars if he could possible avoid it.  He escaped, and on his re-capture was given three years punishment in the state penitentiary.

There, a young man could learn how to become a proper criminal.  But Taborsky decided that a clean start was what he needed, and upon his release he crossed the country and tried to settle in Seattle, Washington.  However, his idea of settling down was different to that of most law-abiding citizens.  He began to finesse the art of burglary, concentrating on houses.

Inevitably, however, he was caught and given another sentence. That was in 1947.  On release from that spell in a penitentiary, having served just a small percentage of his sentence, he returned to his home state of Connecticut.  He was soon behind bars again.  This time, it was a period in the Hartford City Jail – six months for carrying an illegal weapon.  Still he was not willing to learn his lesson.  

As criminals go, Joseph Taborsky was not a very good one.  During his early twenties he was constantly facing arrest and charge.  Burglary, robbery and other offences began to rack up against him, although he was seen as a small-time crook, and mostly he avoided further custodial sentences.  

The question has to be asked as to whether Joseph suffered from a similar, if more minor, set of symptoms to which his brother was beholden.  There is little in his history to suggest as such, but given his warm and supportive background, the general goodness of his sisters, the love of his mother and the hard work of his father, to continue in an unsuccessful life of crime is otherwise hard to explain.

Was this a man lacking intelligence?  Did he live in the ‘now’ and was unable to perceive the consequences of his actions?  Was he too struck by some kind of lack of empathy which took physical form in the crimes he committed against others?

Because the one thing that Joseph Taborsky did not get from his criminal endeavours was wealth.  Not only was he frequently caught, but he rarely left a scene of one of his crimes with little more than a handful of dollars or a trinket worth very little on the black market.

It was in 1950 that Taborsky’s one-man crime wave suddenly escalated.  On his 26th birthday, in March of that year, he had taken his younger brother Albert out for a celebratory drink.  Joseph’s definition of ‘going out for a drink’, however, was a little different to that of most people.  He had no intention of paying for the beverages they would consume, at least, not with his own money.  

It seems as though robbery was pre-meditated, because the birthday boy took a gun with him.  The brothers pulled up outside a liquor store, and Joseph leapt out of his car, picking up the gun as he left.  

A few moments later, he returned to the car, dishevelled and red faced.

‘The guy jumped me, and I had to shoot him,’ he said to his younger brother by way of explanation.  That storekeeper had been Louis Wolfson and nine months later police were no closer to solving his homicide than they had been on the day the poor man’s body had been discovered.

But Albert, shocked and distraught at what had taken place, unable to get his confused mind around what his brother had done, eventually told their mother.  Esther was clear what needed to happen next.  As much as she loved her two boys, they had done wrong and would need to face the consequences of their actions.

The hapless police department received a phone call from her, informing them that her son, Albert, needed to speak to an officer, and what he had to say was important and would be of great interest to them.

Officers leapt at the chance, and within a month – an astoundingly quick time – Joseph and Albert were arrested, tried and Joseph was given an execution date of November 7th, 1951.  Albert’s sentence was only slightly less severe; even though he (it appears) had not been involved in the robbery, he confessed to the crime of murder, and gave evidence against Joseph in return for a life sentence for his involvement.

It is hard, from a perspective seventy years on, not to question quite what happened to allow events to proceed so quickly.  This is not to suggest that Joseph did not carry out the crime.  Although he denied it at the time, later (much later) he did admit to killing Wolfson.  It was a confession made under the duress of great stress, and its veracity was taken gladly at face value, but it was a confession, nonetheless.

However, it seems excessive for Albert to receive a life sentence for what at worse amounted to a failure to declare the crime. Something he remedied nine months later.  Given that the only surviving witnesses were the brothers, one of whom denied all knowledge of the incident and the other confessed from a position of severe mental illness, it seems harsher still.

Finally, given the speed with which matters progressed, it seems highly unlikely that the brothers were provided with due and proper access to a strong legal team.  One wonders quite what Esther made of the results of her determination to do the right thing and report the crime as told to her by her son.  Certainly, any belief that compassion might result was misplaced.

But this was the 1950s; America was becoming great and the detritus of society that were represented by the criminal fraternity – especially a criminal fraternity that emerged from good homes – was deemed un-American, and not worthy of much consideration.

However, even though the sentence handed down should have seen 1951 as Joseph Taborsky’s last one on Earth, the process needed to be followed before the State killed one of its own citizens was a little more thorough than the apparent speed with which Joseph had been tried and convicted.  Meanwhile, Albert’s condition deteriorated behind bars.  In an era where mental illness was hardly recognised, yet must have been widespread among the prison population, his health became so poor that he was declared insane and admitted to an asylum. It must have been bad.  Since the only evidence of any weight linking Joseph to the murder of Louis Wolfson was his brother’s confession, his lawyers got to work appealing both the death sentence and the conviction that delivered this.

It was, they argued, counter to American beliefs in the sanctity of justice to send a man to his death on the basis of a statement of another now declared insane.  Perhaps surprisingly, given what had happened before at such speed, the justices agreed.  Maybe that middle class background was returning some dividends at last.

The conviction was declared unsafe, the death sentence lifted and by the end of 1955 Joseph L Taborsky had walked free, cleared of all wrongdoing.  

‘You can’t beat the law,’ he uttered as he left prison in October, having escaped the electric chair. ‘From now on, I’m not even going to get a parking ticket.’

Sadly, as well meant as his intentions were expressed, they lacked any substance.  The Mad Dog was about to be born.

His brief but deadly reign of terror began with an attack on a Hartford tailor.  The weather was bitterly cold, even by New England standards on that December 15th day in 1956, but that did not deter Taborsky.  During his earlier spell as a Connecticut criminal, he had worked as a part of a five-man gang, which included his brother.  Now, though, he mostly worked alone, or with just one associate, a man called Arthur Culombe.  He carried the sobriquet ‘Meatball’ – intelligence was not an asset with which he was blessed.  The illiterate criminal, though, would play a significant role in his partner’s ultimate demise.

Taborsky burst into the tailor’s small store and shot him in the head.  He then searched for takings but escaped with just a few dollars.  If
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