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PRAISE FOR

Shadow Men

“The criminal probe at the center of Shadow Men is absorbing.”

—Barbara Spindel, The Wall Street Journal

“Polchin knows the era, and brings to his account a wealth of colorful supporting detail . . . With its layers of taboos and public spectacle, the case feels, a century later, as relevant as ever.”

—Marisa Meltzer, The New York Times Book Review

“Polchin’s engrossing account of this forgotten cause célèbre exposes how easily wealth, power, and privilege can tip the scales of justice.”

—Dean Jobb, Ellery Queen Mystery Magazine

“Shadow Men cements his place in the new true crime canon.”

—Molly Odintz, CrimeReads

“Polchin combines a novelist’s gift for narrative and a journalist’s eye for detail in this riveting work of true crime . . . It’s an entertaining account of an obscure yet fascinating crime.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A sensational crime provokes thought about class privilege and injustice in the American legal system.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“James Polchin’s triumphant Shadow Men weaves a Jazz Age whodunit out of Hitchcock, a richly laden escapade of gentlemen’s intrigue and the roughest of rough trade blackmail. This devilishly plotted potboiler exposes a champagne underworld of confidence men, blowoffs and suckers in a 1920s America that only gets queerer and queerer.”

—Robert W. Fieseler, author of the Edgar Award winner

Tinderbox: The Untold Story of the Up Stairs

Lounge Fire and the Rise of Gay Liberation

“Shadow Men unwinds a complex murder investigation about the moral decadence of the Jazz Age, the facade of privileged class mores, and the power of William Randolph Hearst’s empire of yellow journalism to shape public perception. Polchin brilliantly balances historical detail and forward momentum in a true crime tale that exposes the great inequities in our justice system, the shadows of which still loom today.”

—John Copenhaver, award-winning author of Hall of Mirrors
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For Greg




there remains a mystery that always remains there even after you know who did it

—GERTRUDE STEIN,
“American Crimes and How They Matter”
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Prologue

A Lonely Road

WE DON’T KNOW WHY DUNCAN ROSE WAS LATE TO WORK that May morning in 1922. But there he was at around 7:45 a.m. on May 16 speeding down King Street, a concrete thoroughfare tunneled by red oaks and sweet birch trees in Westchester County, New York. The morning was unusually warm, the air damp and hazy. Rose encountered little traffic as he made his way to Rhoemer’s Pharmacy on Main Street in White Plains. Thirty-year-old Rose started as a pharmacist apprentice in the years before World War I. After the war, he and his wife, Betty, settled in the town of Chappaqua, just twelve miles north from White Plains and about thirty miles from New York City. While the two would eventually have four children and raise them in the changing suburbs of Westchester, Rose was most likely not thinking about the path his life might take as he drove along King Street, rounding the northern edge of the Kensico Reservoir. His only concern was getting to the store before a small crowd of customers simmered with impatience as they found the pharmacy door locked and the CLOSED sign still hanging in the front window.1

As often happens when one is rushing to work, Rose soon encountered a roadblock: two Packard trucks, standing side by side, faced him as he slowed his car to a stop. Waiting for the trucks to move, he took note that one carried three or four men, and the other looked empty. The driver of the one truck stood in the middle of the road, talking and laughing with the others, animated in his hand gestures. Rose wondered what might have motivated the man’s excitement at that early-morning hour. He would later describe how the men “looked like foreigners and laborers.”2 After one of the trucks pulled to the side, Rose resumed his commute.

But not for long.

About mile or so later he encountered Clarence Eckhardt standing on the narrow, sandy shoulder, waving his arms wildly in the air. Eckhardt owned Ardson Farm adjacent to King Street, just up the hill, through a thicket of trees from where he stood. Worried about the time, Rose ignored the farmer, thinking he was just a lonely hitchhiker, or worse, some bootlegging bandit. But as he got closer, the farmer persisted in his shouting, forcing Rose to stop. Parking along the narrow shoulder, Rose walked back toward Eckhardt. He noticed three other men standing in the distance near a small clearing. William Burke, one of Eckhardt’s farmhands, stood nearest the scene. Next to him was Richard Short, who worked at a neighboring farm. And farther off from the group was Frank Taxter, a twenty-year veteran of the Westchester County Light Company who was casually searching the edges of the woods. The men were all somber faced as they watched Rose approach.3

That’s when Rose noticed the body of a young man on the ground. Dressed in a dark-brown suit with thin red stripes and wearing a white shirt, unbuttoned at the neck and absent a collar, he lay on his back, looking perfectly composed. His blond hair was slightly disheveled, a cap wedged between the back of his head and the ground’s sandy gravel, his arms tight by his sides with his hands resting on his hips—both palms appeared dusty with sand—and his legs extended stiffly in front of him a few inches apart. Rose noticed how the tips of the man’s shabby and worn shoes pointed skyward. It’s “about the way an undertaker would do it,” Rose thought.4 But the mysterious man’s eyes betrayed his fate: half-open in a frozen stare looking at the hazy morning sky.

The men were confused by the body’s neat position along the road. Taxter explained how he first came upon the body around 7:00 a.m. while riding with other linemen to a jobsite near the reservoir. He made clear that neither he nor any linemen had touched or moved the body. Taxter stayed behind to find help for the man, walking up to Ardson Farm and calling on Eckhardt, who was also perplexed by how the man could have ended up along the side of the road. He hadn’t heard anything unusual in the early-morning hours that could explain the man’s demise. This stretch of road was fairly isolated, and Burke, his farmhand, lived not more than two hundred feet up the hill, and he said he hadn’t heard any noises that morning except the usual traffic. They thought the man might have been hit by a passing car, though that didn’t explain how his body could be so perfectly composed. It must have been a strange scene along King Street as those five strangers gathered around a corpse as if attending a funeral for a man they did not know.

Being a pharmacist, Rose might have felt a duty to make sure the man was dead. “I reached over and felt his pulse,” he later told authorities. “There was no sign of life. The body was cold,” he remembered.5 Both Rose and Eckhardt took notice of the man’s frayed and soiled suit and how his shoes were badly worn. While the suit was of a good quality, well tailored, double-breasted, it had seen better days. Underneath his jacket he wore a tattered vest. Looking into the man’s jacket pocket, Rose noticed a tin cigarette case, but he thought better than to rummage through the man’s possessions or explore any further. You might leave fingerprints on the body, Taxter warned. Fingerprinting was a relatively new practice for crime investigations. Lawyers often debated the reliability of such evidence in courts. It was more common to find such evidence in the era’s popular crime novels, which might have been where Taxter learned of it and why he was so concerned.6 They all noticed the one set of tire tracks in the gravel near the body. The heavy indention of the tracks indicated the car had stopped abruptly, as if the driver sped along and suddenly for some reason picked that spot to brake at the last minute. Nothing indicated a fight or a struggle. They saw no evidence the body might have been dragged or dropped there. Rose got back into his car and told Eckhardt he would call the police once he arrived at the pharmacy in White Plains.

We can imagine how torn Rose might have been, caught between anxious thoughts of his customers pressing their faces against the darkened pharmacy windows and his unease with the scene in front of him. Rose had taken King Street most mornings and could practically drive the route from Chappaqua to White Plains blindfolded. He knew every turn and curve and rough patch. At that moment though, the road seemed completely new and strange, as if he had never passed that spot before, never noticed Ardson Farm, and certainly had never met nor spoken a word to Clarence Eckhardt. But what unsettled the pharmacist the most was the mysterious man’s expression. Rose knew it would be a while before he would forget the image of this young man’s half-open eyes and their lifeless, empty stare into the beautiful May morning.




The Crime




Kensico

THE KENSICO RESERVOIR GOT ITS NAME FROM THE SMALL hamlet submerged within its waters. A rural outpost founded in the eighteenth century, Kensico had been in the heart of the Siwanoy lands that stretched across current-day Westchester County far into Connecticut and along the northern shores of Long Island Sound. It’s believed the town was named after their tribal chief Coken-se-co. Sitting in a valley near the Bronx River proved an unfortunate place to be as New York City bulged in population and ambition in the late nineteenth century. In its need to supply the city with fresh water, in the 1880s the state planned to construct a reservoir contained by a small earthen dam that would flood the valley and sink the hamlet. The state purchased every property in Kensico, and fearing that the buildings would contaminate the reservoir, city health officials directed a team of men to take each of the town’s buildings—its houses, hotel, the Methodist church, several saloons, one school, and a number of mills—and burn them to the ground.1

Not long after completion, the project already proved too small. Between 1900 and 1920, New York City’s population grew nearly 60 percent, to over 5 million residents. The wealthy built ornate mansions on the Upper East Side or along Riverside Drive. Middle-class families bought narrow brownstones or rented sprawling apartments in brick high-rises on the Upper West Side or northward into Harlem. Immigrant families crammed into cold-water tenements on the Lower East Side or in Greenwich Village or Manhattan’s Tenderloin just west of Times Square. Along the city’s waterfront a forest of stone and brick factories and warehouses grew. Manhattan streets were increasingly shadowed by iron-framed office towers and luxury hotels with such names as the Pennsylvania, Knickerbocker, and McAlpin, each one competing for the title of largest in the world. As the city expanded, reservoirs would eat up more and more land upstate. The state continued to seize towns. Homes and businesses were vacated; bodies were exhumed from cemeteries and moved to higher ground. The expanded Kensico Reservoir would become part of a vast network of rivers and basins supplying a thirsty city that was growing at a phenomenal pace.

By 1922, Kensico had become a 3-billion-gallon “architectural showpiece,” as one contemporary described it, with three-hundred-foot-high rusticated stone walls supported by smooth, sculptural buttresses. On its southern edge locals could enjoy a sprawling park with fountains and picnic areas. The more adventurous could find pleasures in the isolated areas around the reservoir, well-known for the late-night outings by young couples who parked their Model Ts, roadsters, and coupes along secluded dirt roads, escaping their parents’ moralities. Some innovative couples even installed curtains across their car windows for privacy from the occasional police raids.2 Kensico was a great place for secrets.

AS THE MEN stood along King Street, they could smell the reservoir, its fresh scent mixing with the humid morning air. One thing became certain: whoever left the body along the side of the road wished for the man to be found. He could have been left in the woods, out of sight from passing motorists. There were any number of back roads on the north side of the Kensico Reservoir keen for hiding a body. With over 2,000 acres of deep water, the reservoir itself would have been perfect for anyone looking to clean up a murder. But if you wanted a body to be found, laying it along King Street in a composed manner would have been a good option.

New York state troopers Harry Green and Ralph Collins arrived at the crime scene around 8:15 a.m. They knew the area around Kensico quite well. Thirty-year-old Green looked much younger than his age with his round face and short, flat hair parted in the middle. Neither he nor Collins wished to move the body before the coroner arrived. While they gathered statements from Taxter and Eckhardt, they also examined the area around the body. Green diagramed its position and the ways the hands and feet were arranged. He noticed the man’s shoes and what he would later describe as “a light coat of mud” on the soles, “the soft leather part of the shoe,” he said. He then went through the man’s pockets trying to determine his identity. He took the man’s cap, wedged behind his head, and used it as a bag, gathering everything that he found in his pockets. In his report he included a list of all the items recovered:

a pair of dice

a pack of playing cards

four cuff buttons

a stickpin

a pipe

a box of matches

a “cheap cigarette case” with five unlit cigarettes

a new pack of Chesterfield cigarettes

a broken piece of comb

a khaki handkerchief

a ladies’ handkerchief

and an assortment of coins that totaled $1.323

Each object suggested a story, and together they might form some kind of picture of the victim. While they did reveal something about the man—his smoking habits, his love of card games and chance, and most acutely, his poverty—they couldn’t tell Green much about the man’s identity. One thing to note: the ladies’ handkerchief was embroidered with two small lavender pansies in the corner and bordered in lavender thread. “Dainty” is how one newspaper described it, speculating “it may be the clew that will solve the mystery.”4 Could it have been a gift from a female friend? Or perhaps it was the man’s own handkerchief, suggesting a small cotton transgression of gender or sexual norms. Green continued on, unbuttoning the man’s vest. At that moment he saw the dried bloodstain blooming across his white cotton shirt.

“Up to then,” Green would later state, “we didn’t know what killed him.”5 The bullet had hit him in the middle of his chest, a bit to the right of his heart. Green wondered why the bullet only pierced the man’s shirt and not his suit coat or vest. Did someone button them back up? Perhaps he wasn’t wearing them when he was shot, and his coat and vest were put on after he was dead.

Unable to find anything to identify the man, Green and Collins began to investigate the area around the body. They inspected the gravel shoulder for signs of a struggle and the wooded area in the near distance for bullet scrapes on the tree trunks or metal smudges from where the bullet might have hit the granite rocks embedded in the hill behind the body. Green considered the single set of tire tracks but couldn’t determine the nature of the tread. Collins spotted a shining metal bullet casing about sixteen feet from the body in the damp gravel. He picked it up and marked the spot with a small twig. Green knew the shell was from a .38 automatic pistol, which ejected each casing out the right side of the gun with a force that propelled it several feet. Could it have been the bullet that killed this man? Both Collins and Green got down on their hands and knees and searched through the sand and soil for more casings but found nothing.

Eventually Westchester County coroner Edward Fitzgerald arrived, along with state trooper Lieutenant Eugene Roberts and deputy sheriff Frank Cherico. Fitzgerald was a slight man, all angles and bones inside his baggy suit. He had a protruding chin and deep-set eyes, softened only slightly by a thin mustache. Looking at him you could almost see precisely the shape of his skull. Fitzgerald was barely five months on the job, having been elected on the Republican ticket the previous fall. He had no medical training whatsoever—a fact that was not uncommon at the time. His experience on the police force and in real estate probably didn’t prepare him for the tasks of coroner. In 1925, the state eliminated the elected coroner position, replacing it with an appointed medical examiner, a position that required a medical degree. Fitzgerald would eventually be known as the “last coroner of Westchester County.”6

Fitzgerald determined that the man was about five feet eight inches tall, weighed about 130 or 140 pounds, and estimated his age around thirty years old. Green believed him to be much younger, around twenty or so. Fitzgerald also surmised the murder happened about four or five hours earlier, as rigor mortis had only just begun to set in. That would have placed the killing around three or four o’clock in the morning.7

Trooper Green handed Roberts, his commanding officer, the bullet casing he’d found and the contents of the man’s pockets still pooled in the cap, each just a fragment of a clue, an uncertainty more than an answer. Roberts was the first to move the body. He noticed the dirt that had caked underneath the man’s fingernails. As the body was still somewhat flexible, Roberts rolled him on his side from right to left, pulling the right arm out of the coat and vest so he could inspect the other side of the body. He saw clearly the exit wound on the man’s lower back and the small pool of dried blood that had soaked through the shirt and into the vest and suit coat. It was clear the bullet had cut through the man’s torso from upper chest to lower back, causing internal bleeding. Whoever shot this man, Roberts and Fitzgerald speculated, must have been taller, or perhaps stood above him pointing the .38 automatic downward at the victim. Roberts felt the man was shot on-site. “The bullet of that type,” he would later testify, “passing through the spot that it did, has shocking power,” adding that he believed the man was “shot down where he stood, and fell and never rose.” It was an opinion that Fitzgerald shared. “He looked to me,” he later claimed, “as though he was dropped immediately in his tracks, because the imprint of his two feet, of his heels, was right in the road, as a man going down in this position,” adding, “The dirt of the road was on his shoes.”

Green took exception with such conclusions. He speculated that the man was shot somewhere else and brought to this spot, laid out “the way an undertaker would do it,” as Rose had described. Green noted that “there were no marks of a struggle, nothing to indicate there had been any trouble there” and found there were only slight shoe prints in the soil, suggesting the victim did not stand there for long.8

Lieutenant Roberts took black-and-white photographs of the crime scene, two of which still exist today. In one image, Roberts set the camera low and at a distance, giving us the wide-angle view of the scene, one that Rose might have had that morning, as he rounded a bend and saw Eckhardt waving him down. The scene stretches out to the horizon, the mysterious man lying in the small clearing off the concrete roadway. The body had clearly already been inspected: the victim’s legs were spread apart, his head tilted to the left side.

In the second photograph, Fitzgerald and Green attempt to prop up the body for the camera. Fitzgerald, on the man’s right side, pushed his hand against the victim’s back and stared at the camera. Trooper Green placed one hand behind the victim’s head and the other on the top of his left arm as if pushing and pulling against the weight of the body. He kept his gaze on the victim, whose large, distinctive ears framed his gaunt face. The man’s right arm had been taken out of his jacket sleeve when Roberts inspected him, and the double-breasted coat had been pulled awkwardly over his torso and buttoned at the top, making the victim look as if he had only one arm. The holes and frayed edges of the jacket are clearly visible. It’s a haunting pose, and perhaps the last image we have of this man, his mouth slightly open as if in the middle of a sentence as the force of the .38 bullet pierced his body.




Penniless Sailor

FINDING A BODY ALONG A WESTCHESTER ROADSIDE CONJURED a growing paradox about the most modern of inventions: the automobile. The open road, that powerful American myth with its associations of freedom and individualism, was just taking shape in the early decades of the twentieth century. “Be Independent With a Chevrolet” announced an ad in 1923, reflecting and encouraging an idea about car ownership. Newspapers published weekend travel excursions for city dwellers, detailing day trips to the New Jersey shore or Long Island countryside or north into the farmlands of Westchester complete with maps of the best roads to take and places to stop for lunch or dinner. One motoring guidebook about Westchester County in the 1920s described how “nature and road builder have joined together to create a motoring paradise.” Increasingly the automobile allowed not only for a weekend escape but offered a solution to the ills of urban life. “We shall solve the city problem,” Henry Ford predicted, “by leaving the city.” It was a dream we would embrace for years to come.1

In Westchester, the automobile was both virtue and vice. For those so-called regionalist politicians who wished to transform the county into a bucolic suburb and curtail the encroaching evils of the city, such as crime, overcrowding, and of course, an influx of immigrants, the automobile was key to their vision. William Ward, the powerful and long-serving chair of the county’s Republican Party, was keen on blocking the urbanization of Westchester. He would be instrumental in creating wide, well-maintained roads and parkways, restricting the expansion of the New York City subway into the county, and limiting development to exclusive, middle-class enclaves.

But Ward could little control the ways that people used the roads. During Prohibition, late-night bootleggers found the network of county roads useful in moving Canadian whiskey to New York and Connecticut, or hauling Caribbean-made rum from the Long Island Sound into New England. Speakeasies were turning up around the county much to the dismay and at times approval of local authorities, causing some to worry if the county was becoming a hub for underworld criminals—and if the automobile was the prime cause. “The speed of the motor car,” one syndicated editorial complained, “baffles the detective. It permits the criminal to strike long distances from his rendezvous and to speed away from the scene of his crime. That is one of the unfortunate misuses of the automobile.”2

So it was not surprising that speculation in the press about the mysterious man’s murder involved bootleggers and gangsters. The playing cards and dice led some to believe that the killing had to do with a gambling dispute. Others speculated he may have been the victim of a gang or mistaken for a federal agent searching for bootlegged liquor. Calluses on his hands, one theory held, were perhaps evidence he was a laborer or truck driver. Others suggested he may have been a “high-jacker,” or rather a bootlegger turned robber, and met his fate as he attempted to hold up one of the many trucks that rambled along the secluded roads.3

The press described the man as dressed in a dark suit of fairly good material who possessed an “expensive gold lined cigarette case” and an “expensive pipe”—the last two details exaggerations to add more intrigue to the case. From the very start, the facts of the crime would be difficult to pin down, leading to false claims and speculations that conjured any number of stories. Some reports noted the “police were certain that the man was murdered where the body was found” as there were “no signs of the corpse being thrown from a passing car or of having been dragged from another spot in the vicinity.” Privately investigators debated exactly how the body ended up on King Street. Any claims of certainty had to be taken with a great deal of skepticism.

BY MIDAFTERNOON, UNDERTAKERS from the Lyon and Harnett Funeral Home in White Plains took possession of the body. At their morgue, Ray Hill, deputy sheriff for identification and investigation, examined the body. He stripped off the clothing—the suit jacket, the vest, the white cotton dress shirt with the bullet hole and bloodstains, the wool pants and the worn, thin-soled shoes, his silk socks, and undershirt and underwear. Hill inked each finger and made a complete set of prints. He surmised the man had been dead for about eight or ten hours—again placing the time of death in the predawn hours of May 16. “The fingers were not as stiff as those taken of a man dead 24 hours,” Hill noted.

Once removed, the man’s clothes betrayed how tattered and worn they were, their shabby thinness evident as they lay in a deflated pile. The small clue of an underwear label, issued by the U.S. Navy, would prove crucial. Hill sent the fingerprints and a photograph to the Office of Naval Intelligence in Washington, D.C. Within a day, the department confirmed a match. The body was that of nineteen-year-old Clarence Peters of Haverhill, Massachusetts.4 Peters had served for a brief time as an apprentice seaman in the navy in 1919, but after just two months he was dishonorably discharged for stealing. Given these details, the press would sometimes refer to Peters as the “penniless sailor.” Westchester County sheriff George Werner sent a telegram to the Haverhill police chief, asking them to notify Peters’s parents, Inez and Elbridge, of their son’s death.

Haverhill sat along the Merrimack River, forty miles north of Boston. Since the mid-nineteenth century, the industrial town of about 50,000 people had become a hub of shoemaking. The Haverhill Chamber of Commerce boasted it had more shoe factories than any city in the world, dubbing the town Slipper City and declaring that “Haverhill shoes tread the carpets of the world.” Clarence spent a few months working in a shoe factory, a seeming rite of passage for many young men in Slipper City, after his ill-fated enlistment in the navy. Back in April he had attempted to join the marines, a fact that made Inez and Elbridge dubious of the telegram from Westchester County about the murder of their eldest son. They believed Clarence was still on Parris Island, South Carolina, at the marine training camp. They had recently received a letter from Peters describing his time there. Elbridge Peters told reporters, “I am at a loss how Clarence came to be in White Plains New York.”5

LEONARD TILTON, A Haverhill undertaker, sent a telegram to the coroner’s office:

Identify body of Clarence Peters by large scars on the back of neck and back, and large mole on the chest. If correct, undertaker is to ship body in cheap casket, untrimmed, to Haverhill.6

In a return telegram, the coroner’s office confirmed the scars—markings from the removal of boils some years earlier—and the mole on his chest. Still dubious of the victim’s bodily marks, Peters’s uncle Earl Hardy, only twenty-five years old himself, took a midnight train from Haverhill to White Plains to identify the body firsthand. At the Lyon and Harnett morgue, Hardy confronted the fact of his nephew’s body, ending the family’s doubt. Westchester police also took Hardy to King Street to see the spot where the body was found.

“The mystery about the death of my nephew, who had not been home in over a month,” Hardy told reporters, “is that his Government discharge papers were missing.” He added, “His mother received a letter from him dated last week, which was written from Parris Island. He said he was going to re-enlist, but he told her not to write to that address as he might not be there.”7 Confirming Clarence’s identity only deepened the mystery of his murder. Inez and Elbridge could offer few answers as to how their son met his fate.

AS CORONER FITZGERALD had no medical training, he directed Dr. John Black to conduct an autopsy. Black concluded Peters was shot at close range, the bullet entering just above his heart and cutting downward, exiting his lower back near his spine, just as the state troopers speculated. Black also determined that with this arc of the bullet, the person who shot him would have had to be standing above him, shooting downward at the victim’s chest. Eager to capitalize on a scandal, William Randolph Hearst’s New York American published a cartoonish illustration of the bullet’s sweep through Peters’s torso, an arrow marking its path to help its readers visualize the coroner’s description.

The nature of the bullet’s track would be a crucial fact for the ongoing investigation and prompt several initial theories about the cause of the murder. Fitzgerald speculated that Peters tried to stop a passing car for a ride when those in the car (what the press called “autoists”) suspected he was a bandit. The downward path of the bullet, Fitzgerald told reporters, “makes me think that a person standing in an automobile fired the shot, which would give the range to cover the route of the bullet. The fact that no revolver was found or any signs of a struggle near the body also confirms my theory to some extent.”8

It was an oddly specific explanation to share with the press even before completing an inquest. The idea that Peters was murdered from a passing automobile, we might speculate, could have been one of any number of possibilities for the “downward course” of the bullet. But believing for a moment the coroner’s theory of how Peters was shot, reporters still might have wondered how the scene unfolded. Did the person step out of the car to compose Peters’s body on the side of the road? And what of the fact that the bullet pierced only his shirt, but not his vest and coat, which were buttoned up when lineman Taxter came upon the young man on that Tuesday morning?

Such speculations created a bigger mystery about Peters’s murder in the press. “Crime on lonely road is baffling to officials,” The Boston Globe announced. “The murder is one of the most mysterious and baffling that the Westchester authorities have had to deal with in some time,” The New York Times declared. “Haverhill Boy Victim of Mysterious Murder” read a front-page article of the Haverhill Evening Gazette, which considered the timing and location of the murder. “It is believed,” the newspaper informed its Slipper City readers

that the crime was committed within a radius of 25 miles from the spot where the body was found. The body to all appearances had been lying on the roadside for several hours which would have only permitted an hour or two for the transportation of the corpse. Unless the driver of the car was thoroughly familiar with the roads of that section not more than this distance could have been covered by taking back roads to avoid the vigilance of the police who have been stopping cars along the highways at night for some time in quest of liquor cases.9

Given the many theories that simmered in the press, Sherriff Werner gathered reporters in his office on Saturday morning, May 20, to reveal a possible break in the case. The forty-three-year-old sheriff was a very practical man. Tall and broad shouldered, he resembled a heavyweight boxer. While he had little formal education, he did have years of experience in Westchester politics. The son of a blacksmith, he also apprenticed in the profession before opening a garage in Rye, New York, servicing automobiles. His move into public service included several positions in Rye as commissioner of the poor, parks commissioner, and later as town supervisor. As a dutiful member of the county’s Republican Party in the years before World War I, he eventually won election to the board of supervisors, a post that led to his election as county sheriff in 1920. Rumors swirled that Werner had little interest in the post of sheriff until the party bosses handpicked him for the ballot.10 Few questioned his integrity for public service. His experience in police and detective work, on the other hand, was dubious.

However Werner ascended into his position as sheriff mattered little to reporters as they crowded into his office, eager for information about the growing mystery of Peters’s murder. “I am forming a theory fairly well founded,” he told them, “which, if it proves to be correct, might be a surprise to many people.” The reporters were less than impressed by Werner’s vague statement. “Reporters left the county official with not an inkling of the course being traced,” one newspaper complained.11 What Werner kept secret was the fact that twenty-four hours earlier a man had already come forward to confess to the crime.




Majestic

AS THE RMS MAJESTIC SAILED INTO NEW YORK HARBOR JUST hours after Peters’s body was found on May 16, large crowds along Battery Park on Manhattan’s southern tip jostled for a view of the ship rounding the island. Onlookers waved small British and American flags that fluttered in the sunny afternoon breeze. Some in the crowd were armed with binoculars eager to get a closer look at the ship as it sailed north into the Hudson River escorted by two tugboats and seaplanes circling above. Nearby ships “saluted with long, hoarse blasts of whistles and wails of sirens,” The Evening World described, adding how the entire harbor succumbed to the “deafening tumult from every noisemaking device afloat or ashore.”

George Ward, president of the Ward Bakery Company, watched the fanfare and excitement from his first-class cabin. George and his young wife Donna were sailing home after a five-month grand tour through Europe, north Africa, and the Middle East. The Wards joined 4,000 passengers on the Majestic’s maiden voyage, launching from Southampton, England, on May 11 to cheering crowds and a brass band.

The Majestic certainly lived up to its name. At 995 feet long, it was the largest passenger ship in the world and easily eclipsed the more infamous RMS Titanic, which only stretched to a mere 883 feet. Commissioned in Kaiser Wilhelm II’s Germany in the months before the onset of World War I and christened the Bismarck after the nineteenth-century Prussian leader who created the modern German state, the ship would linger unfinished until 1919, when the defeated Germans handed the vessel over to Britain as part of the reparation treaties. The White Star Line moved it to Southampton and refurbished it in the style of Edwardian elegance and excess. Few symbols so acutely demonstrated Germany’s defeat in the Great War than transforming the Bismarck into the “crown jewel” of British passenger ships, proudly flying the Union Jack.1

During their voyage, George and Donna Ward enjoyed nine decks and several outdoor promenades that gave them nearly seven and half acres of sea air strolling. First-class passengers could linger in the Grand Lounge with its hand-carved oak paneling and twenty-foot-high ceiling inlaid with crystal. Or they could dine in the Palm Court dining room ringed in Corinthian columns and potted palm trees and flooded with natural light from large French windows that gave passengers views of the open sea. This “floating town,” as one report called it, held an astonishing list of supplies, including seventy-five tons of meat, twenty-eight tons of fish, 6,000 head of game, 80,000 eggs, and 16,000 pounds of tomatoes. When the Wards felt thirsty, the ship stocked 1,000 quarts of champagne and 4,000 bottles of whiskey, brandy, and gin. And to compliment the liquor, the ship had a hearty supply of tobacco, including 250,000 cigarettes and, we might expect, a much larger number of matches.2

The ship encountered good weather and relatively calms seas, allowing it to practically skate across the Atlantic, averaging about twenty-four knots. “We just let the Majestic loaf along,” captain Sir Bertram Hayes told reporters, offering an unusual note of modesty amid the press hyperbole that surrounded the ship’s maiden voyage. “We are after no speed records,” Hayes said, adding, “Our job is to carry passengers safely across the Atlantic.”3 Despite Hayes’s claims, accented as they were with a distinct British reserve, the ship arrived in New York in record time, completing the journey in five days, fourteen hours, and forty-five minutes.

As it maneuvered along the Chelsea waterfront on Manhattan’s West Side, the ship’s size challenged Pier 59, the city’s longest mooring, built to accommodate the Titanic. The pier had been waiting for a decade for a ship to make proper use of it. But as the Majestic approached, Captain Hayes underestimated the ship’s size and cut through the bulkhead, making a fifteen-foot gash in the wall of a dockside shed before retreating slightly. The incident, what the press called a “miscalculation,” scattered the excited crowds standing along the pier, shifting the joyful cheers into shrieks of panic. There were no reported injuries, though the incident did delay the deboarding by nearly an hour. The ship would sit awkwardly along the pier for the next two days before returning to Southampton. With the stern sticking out into the Hudson River well past the end of the pier, each evening the crew set red lights along the decks to alert passing boats.4

George Ward might not have noticed the forceful jolt as the ship rammed the bulkhead. The pleasure of the sea voyage and the fanfare on its arrival were somewhat eclipsed by a smoldering scandal involving his son Walter. Not long after George left Southampton, Walter sent him a cablegram. In his message, Walter requested $40,000 to pay off a gang of blackmailers who, according to Walter, had been threatening him for weeks. George must have heard such a request before, as his response was one of exasperation: “Not one cent for blackmailers, but I would pay $100,000 to put them in jail.” There were more cablegrams throughout the five-day voyage from his other son Ralph intervening on Walter’s behalf, but George was little moved by his sons’ pleas for cash.5

Hewed from the ruthless Gilded Age, George and his older brother, Robert, had built the Ward Bakery Company into an industrial empire over the previous three decades. Their father, an Irish immigrant, started a one-oven storefront bakery in New York before the U.S. Civil War, eventually moving the family and the business to Pittsburgh. But the Ward brothers had a much bigger plan for the family business. Their company would do for bread baking what Henry Ford had done for the manufacture of cars: create an industrialized assembly line where machines completed each stage of the baking. It was the dream of the modern era that transformed the domestic chore of bread making into the convenience and profitability of mass production. With specially designed machines, their factories churned out thousands of uniform loaves of white bread every hour. In 1911, the company expanded beyond Pittsburgh, returning to New York and building two new modern factories: one in the Bronx and one in Brooklyn. By the 1920s, the company had become one of largest bakeries in the country, with profits in excess of $5 million a year.6

Walter Ward joined the family business after only two years of study at the Wharton School at the University of Pennsylvania. In his early twenties he managed the Brooklyn factory while also overseeing the construction of the Newark, New Jersey, factory. A profile of young Walter in 1915 described him as “likable and approachable and carries none of the exaggerated ego so likely to be found in a young man who has the wherewithal to back himself and has been given responsibilities far above those usually accorded a person at his age,” adding, “Ward looks on life seriously.”

Seven years later at the age of thirty, Walter epitomized the era’s New Man, a figure who could easily have walked out of a Jay Gatsby party. Handsome, square jawed, and clean-shaven, he had a fastidiousness about his appearance, spending on tailored suits, silk ties, diamond tiepins, and handmade straw hats (or lids, as they were often called). From all appearances Walter had a charmed life. Each morning he commuted in his red roadster to his top-floor office at the Bronx factory, where he was the head of purchasing. And each evening he drove back to his home in Sutton Manor, an exclusive and quiet community in New Rochelle, where he lived with his charming, socialite wife, Beryl, their two children—Willard, age five, and Betty, age four—and two servants—Amy Mild, a Finnish maid and cook, and Lulu Barrows, a full-time caretaker of the Wards’ children.7

There is another fact of Walter’s life that is important here. While a senior manager at the family company, he was also the head of the New Rochelle Police Commissioners, a post he’d held since 1919. It must have seemed strange to some in New Rochelle to have the mayor appoint Ward to the post when he was only twenty-seven and had no training in policing nor experience in public office. At the monthly meetings, Ward, one of three commissioners, showed little interest in police matters, rarely engaging in conversation or asking questions. He often was the first to leave when the meeting adjourned. The New Rochelle police chief Frank Cody described Ward as a “man of few words.” It seemed that Ward was as much distinguished by his taciturn demeanor as his good looks and likability. The unpaid and largely political commissioner position, however, did provide Ward with a weighty police badge and the authority to use it.

We don’t know what George said to his son once he and Donna, Ward’s stepmother, disembarked the Majestic and met Walter on the dock. The three of them chauffeured back to George Ward’s home in Spuyten Duyvil, a wealthy neighborhood on the western edge of the Bronx. Was Walter annoyed by his father’s refusal to give him money? Had George become tired of his son’s inability to stand up to those who would feed off of their wealth? Or perhaps the two were devising a strategy to protect them from a public scandal that would surely erupt. What we do know is that on the morning of May 22, Walter Ward, “scion of the House of Ward,” as one newspaper described him, arrived at the Westchester County Courthouse in White Plains, dressed in one of his well-tailored suits and silk ties and accompanied by several lawyers, to explain how he shot Clarence Peters.8




A Dime-Store Novel

IN 1915 THE OLD COURTHOUSE IN WHITE PLAINS, NEW YORK, expanded from a two-story Romanesque-style building into a seven-story neoclassical temple. Constructed of marble and granite, with twelve Corinthian columns stretching along the building’s facade, the renovated courthouse made for an imposing landmark on Main Street in the middle of town. Like many in that era, the building housed a number of offices, those of everyone from county and state court judges to the district attorney and the county sheriff. Adjacent to the courthouse was the large county jail, with its cafeteria and infirmary. The Republican-led county’s board of supervisors commissioned the building’s expansion, which was completed in little over of a year. Coming in on time and on budget, the renovation evidenced “Republican efficiency.”1

Ironically, while the speed of the renovations received high praise, the results appeared confusing. In expanding the old building with a modern addition, the new courthouse became, according to one observer at the time, a labyrinth of secret passages and concealed staircases, often hidden behind wooden panels that made for “the wildest maze conceivable to the human mind.” These architectural details allowed staff and visitors to appear and disappear like “magic, as though they were vanishing into thin air.”2 On the building’s frieze high above the marbled entrance, visitors could read a simple motto about the justice system carved into stone: TO NONE WILL WE SELL TO NONE WILL WE DELAY TO NONE WILL WE DENY RIGHT AND JUSTICE.

Walter Ward arrived at the courthouse on that Monday morning accompanied by his three attorneys. His lead attorney, Allan Campbell, had arranged the meeting the previous Friday. “I have a client of mine involved in a homicide,” Campbell told Sheriff Werner, while making clear it was a “case of self-defense.” Campbell, a forty-one-year-old Harvard-educated lawyer, was a partner at Rabenold & Scribner, a Wall Street firm with spacious offices on Broadway and a long list of wealthy clients. Elwood Rabenold, the firm’s founding partner and Ward’s personal attorney, was not in attendance, though he would soon be standing by Ward’s side. Rabenold also studied at Harvard and had built one of the more respected firms in the city. But the forty-two-year-old aspired to public office. On that May morning in 1922, he was not only Walter Ward’s attorney but also the Democratic Party candidate for the state senate in the November elections. Ward’s third attorney commanded the most respect among those at the courthouse: Isaac N. Mills had only recently retired from the appellate division of the state supreme court and had a distinguished legal and political career. At seventy-one, Mills continued to practice criminal law and still commanded a courtroom with his deep voice and dramatic presence.3

Once inside Sheriff Werner’s office, Campbell, Mills, and their legal assistants “surrounded” their client, according to Werner, as if shielding him from inquiries.4 The men had all arrived on time and had clearly worked out a plan for this meeting. They came with a single sheet of paper that contained a 331-word statement about the events on King Street in the early morning hours of May 16:

We have appeared this morning before District Attorney Weeks to make complaint on behalf of our client Mr. W.S. Ward, against a gang of blackmailers.

The known members of the gang now at large are “Charlie Ross” and a man known as “Jack.” A third member of the gang, known as “Pete,” now dead, has since been identified as Clarence Peters, and has, we have learned, a criminal record and a bad conduct discharge from the Navy. It is not known whether they had other confederates.

These men sought to extort money from Mr. Ward by threats in various forms, including threats of death to himself and his family.

Mr. Ward at first tried to quiet them by payments but finally they demanded a lump sum of $75,000. They set the night of Monday, May 15, as the time for this clean-up and getaway.

Mr. Ward met them, hoping to temporize and put them off. He was in his own car but covered by the gun of Peters who sat alongside. Ross and Jack were in a red Stutz. At the command of Peters backed by the drawn gun Mr. Ward’s automobile was brought to a standstill at a lonely spot above Kensico Reservoir and the other two, Ross and Jack, planted their car in front of the Ward car, partially blocking it in the narrow road. The order of Peters that Mr. Ward leave his car resulted in a grab for the revolver in Peters’ hand, thereby deflecting the shot from Peters’ gun and giving opportunity to Mr. Ward to return fire. Charlie Ross opened fire on Mr. Ward from the Stutz car. Mr. Ward returned this fire and the Stutz car took flight toward Chappaqua. Peters was left at the side of the road.

Mr. Ward promptly told the story to his attorneys and laid the fact before the District Attorney and the Sheriff of Westchester County.

We are now directing our efforts to finding Charlie Ross and Jack.5

As confessions go, it was a curious one. Less a statement by a single defendant, and more a collective complaint by Ward’s attorneys, carefully crafted by the men who now stood as a barrier between Ward and the authorities. The statement directed attention away from the body of Peters, toward the blackmailers, who allegedly had been victimizing Ward for several weeks with violent threats. Ward’s actions, the reasoning followed, were the inevitable result of this blackmailing gang. The implications were clear: the real crime had been committed not by Ward but rather by the mysterious men who had targeted Ward and who gave him no choice but to protect himself by shooting and killing Peters.

According to his notes about the meeting, Sheriff Werner, after reading the statement, “immediately” took Walter Ward and his legal team to the district attorney’s office. Holding the single sheet of paper in his hand, Werner led the men through a maze of back stairwells and narrow hallways, the clack of their leather shoes on the marble floors echoing along the corridors.

FIFTY-ONE-YEAR-OLD FREDERICK WEEKS was no stranger to the prosecutor’s office. Weeks had served for fifteen years as assistant DA before being elected for the three-year post of district attorney in 1913. In January 1922, with the resignation of district attorney Lee Parsons Davis, the governor appointed Weeks to the post for the twelve months remaining in Davis’s term. By an odd coincidence, Weeks also served as the Republican mayor of White Plains, a possible conflict that seemed not to concern the governor when he asked Weeks to return to the prosecutor’s office, nor did it seem to give Weeks any concern about managing two demanding public positions. He was respected in the county for his experience and years of service to Westchester and the country. A veteran of the Spanish–American War (rumor had it he rode with Theodore Roosevelt up San Juan Hill and was cited for bravery), Weeks also served in the First World War and, even in his fifties, exhibited the striking posture of a soldier. Known for his reserved manner, his round, wire-rimmed glasses, and stiff, high-collared shirts, Weeks looked more like a college professor than a public servant. While he started out as a reporter for a local newspaper in his early twenties, after his many decades as a prosecutor, he grew to dislike the intrusions of the press into the work of the DA’s office.6

Sheriff Werner, Walter Ward, and his lawyers filed into Weeks’s spacious office. Its wide windows filled one wall, giving views of Main Street and the marble steps of the courthouse entrance. They all took seats around a dark wooden conference table, heavy and sturdy, that filled one end of the rectangular room. Weeks’s desk sat at the other end, as if to keep the room in balance. Coroner Fitzgerald had also been summoned. Throughout this short meeting, Ward said little, allowing his lawyers to respond for him. They explained how Ward asked his father, George Ward, for money in the days before the killing, that his father refused to pay blackmailers, quoting his response to his son that would soon become a refrain in the press: “Not one cent for blackmailers, but $100,000 to put them in jail.”7

They offered few other facts beyond the statement, elaborating with only muted details. They described how Ward had already paid the blackmailers $30,000 and how they sent threatening letters to Ward. One letter allegedly stated: “Meet us or you will never meet the Majestic”—a reference to George Ward’s arrival.8 These letters, which were only described by the attorneys and never shown, allegedly pointed to the dire demands Walter had endured. They also described how Ward, hoping to reason with the men, met with Peters on a road near Port Chester, about halfway between New Rochelle and the murder scene. How he drove to King Street while Peters pushed his .32 Smith & Wesson against Ward’s ribs. How he feared for his life and the lives of his family as Peters ordered him to pull to the side of the road. How this fear only grew when he saw the red Stutz speed past him and park at an angle in front of Ward’s Peerless coupe, blocking him in. How Peters ordered him out of the car, his pistol still pointed at him. And how, as Peters backed out of the car, Ward’s reactions were quick and calculated. He lunged at Peters’s pistol with his right hand, at the same moment pulling his .38 Colt automatic from his side pocket with his left hand.

The two guns fired at the same time, according to Ward, with Peters shooting off to the side, smashing through a side window of Ward’s car, and Ward firing the deadly shot into Peters’s chest. The exchange prompted Charlie Ross and Jack to open fire on Ward, who ran behind his Peerless coupe, the heavy automobile protecting him from the barrage of bullets. There were about eight or nine shots fired between the men, and Ward might have hit one of the two other men, before they jumped back into the Stutz and accelerated with violent speed northward along King Street, one of the men still firing as they drove away. Ward had been uninjured in the dramatic gunfight and found the strength to drive himself in a fevered state of panic back to his home in New Rochelle, arriving around 4:30 in the morning.

Few in the room could have ignored the way Ward’s statement echoed the heroic escapades one might have found in the popular silent films of Tom Mix Westerns or the swashbuckling antics of Douglas Fairbanks. Or, as one newspaper noted, the entire tale of blackmail and murder read “like a thriller in a dime store novel.”9 Such stories made clear and simple lines between villains and heroes. Their moral certainties were much of their appeal. But however much the story echoed the era’s heroic plots, it was also a keenly developed legal defense that turned Peters’s murder into a case of self-defense with the only two living witnesses—the supposed blackmailers Charlie Ross and Jack—nowhere to be found. It had been a week since the murder, allowing both men plenty of time to escape. And besides, blackmailers don’t have a habit of wanting to talk with police. Their targets would be even more reticent to make public the nature of the blackmail scheme. Without finding those two men there was absolutely no one to dispute or confirm Ward’s claims, which, if you wished for your story of events to prevail, made it highly unlikely that Ward would want them found at all.

DESPITE THE FANTASTIC nature of the attorneys’ statement, few in the DA’s office questioned Ward about the facts of his story. They asked nothing about the nature of the blackmail that led Ward to pay the gang so much money while he continued to suffer from their threats. Coroner Fitzgerald was the only man in that room besides Ward who had been at the crime scene and who had observed the state of Peters’s body. Given what he had seen, it seemed likely he would have been dubious about Ward’s story of the late-night meeting and shooting, as the details contradicted a number of facts he and the state troopers had found along the roadside. Whatever questions he might have had, Fitzgerald kept them to himself. Though at one point, near the end of the meeting, he did reveal his doubts.

“You made a pretty good shot on Peters,” Fitzgerald told Ward.

“I might not be so lucky the next time,” Ward responded, spoken with what would become his signature relaxed smile.10

As the words came out of Ward’s mouth, Campbell interrupted, insisting that if anyone had any questions for their client to speak only to the attorneys. Ward appeared like some 1920s Hollywood film star: handsome, well-dressed, but silent.

Throughout the entire meeting the Westchester officials showed a pronounced cordiality toward Ward, which continued through the next necessary legal formalities. A warrant was issued. Sheriff Werner formally arrested Ward. Weeks charged him with manslaughter pending an investigation. Ward and his attorneys then stood in front of supreme court justice A. H. Seeger, who granted Ward bail of $10,000, an amount agreed upon beforehand by Weeks. The son of German immigrants, sixty-one-year-old Seeger had been a supreme court justice for five years, after a career as a prosecutor. He had a love of horse racing and was a respected member of the court.11 Some might have questioned Seeger’s granting bail to a confessed murderer, one with plenty of means to leave the state, particularly since the investigation of Ward’s self-defense claims had not even begun. But allowing Ward bail appeared another act of accommodation for the son of a respected family, who also happened to be a police commissioner.

In the clerk’s office, Ward pulled out a roll of bills from his pants pocket and peeled off ten $1,000 notes, laid them on the counter, and pushed them toward the clerk. He dodged a growing crowd of reporters who had gathered at the courthouse entrance, prompted no doubt by rumors of Ward’s appearance. Finding a side exit, Ward left the building to an awaiting car and quickly disappeared.

The events of the entire morning seemed quite scripted, everyone playing their parts. And, in fact, they were. When Campbell and Werner met on that Friday, May 19, at the courthouse, the day before the sheriff gathered reporters in his office and hinted at his developing “theory” about the case, Campbell explained the events that had led to the homicide much as they were outlined in the statement. Werner had little interest in the nature of the blackmail. “That is a private matter,” he told Campbell. “The newspapers will spread that scandal all around and we have to get after those fellows,” meaning the two men in the red Stutz. Werner asked Campbell to come up with a statement to give the press. So Campbell, Elwood Rabenold, and Isaac Mills spent the weekend drafting those 331 words. It was unclear what, if any, help Walter Ward offered to his attorneys.

Not long after his Friday afternoon meeting with Campbell, Werner took a ride over to the state trooper barracks and met with Eugene Roberts, requesting the photographs of the crime scene, the items found on Peters, and any other evidence gathered along King Street. “Something big was going to break in the case,” Werner told Roberts, but when asked for details, Werner remained evasive. Roberts didn’t press the sheriff and simply handed over the evidence. As Werner left the barracks carrying Peters’s belongings as well as the silver shell casing, Roberts might not have realized that neither he nor any of his men would have much say over the ongoing investigation.12

On the courthouse steps and underneath the motto about justice carved in the building’s frieze, Werner and Fitzgerald faced the press.

“Ward declares,” Werner announced, “that he was the victim of blackmail for six weeks before the shooting.” As reporters took notes and photographers captured the scene, Werner related what happened based on the statement Ward’s
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