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To Kaela





I will lift your skirts over your face,

I will show the nations your nakedness,

And the kingdoms your shame.

I will cast abominable filth upon you,

Make you vile,

And make you a spectacle.

—Book of Nahum 3:5–6

We should bear in mind that, in general, it is the object of our newspapers rather to create a sensation—to make a point—than to further the cause of truth.

—Edgar Allan Poe, “The Mystery of Marie Rogêt”






Author’s Note on Sources

The extensive coverage of the trials of Polly Bodine, including two published decisions by the New York Supreme Court, daily newspaper reports, and accounts by participants and observers, has enabled me to reconstruct the case in detail. Every sentence between quotation marks in this book is from these sources without a word added.

—Alex Hortis




The Docket Sheet


THE FAMILY

Mary “Polly” Bodine Born Mary Housman, the daughter of a prosperous, old-line Dutch family on Staten Island. (The family name was later changed to Houseman.) After her husband, Andrew, became an abusive drunk, Polly and her children, Albert and Elizabeth, moved into her father’s house in Granite Village. In 1844, she was charged with the murders of her sister-in-law and niece, and her trials riveted America.

Andrew Bodine Separated husband of Polly Bodine. Abusive drunk who was convicted of bigamy for marrying another woman. During Polly’s trials, he served time and died in New York’s Sing Sing prison.

Albert Bodine Teenage son of Andrew and Polly Bodine, and an apprentice in George Waite’s apothecary in Manhattan. Prosecutors compelled him to testify against his own mother.

Emeline and Ann Eliza Houseman The twenty-four-year-old mother and her infant daughter who were murdered over Christmas 1843 in their home in Granite Village, Staten Island.

Captain George Houseman Grieving husband and father of the victims Emeline and Ann Eliza Houseman. Throughout the trials, he quietly stood by his sister Mary “Polly” Bodine.

Abraham Houseman Sr. Patriarch of the Houseman clan. Became wealthy after rich deposit of trap rock was discovered on his land. Funded his daughter Mary “Polly” Bodine’s legal defense.

Mary Houseman Matriarch of the Houseman clan and mother to her namesake daughter Mary “Polly” Bodine (née Houseman). Testified in Polly’s defense at her trials. Accused of cover-up.

Matilda Rorke Fourteen-year-old niece to both Aunt Polly Bodine and Aunt Emeline Houseman. Testified to seeing Emeline alive on Sunday, Christmas Eve, from about 250 yards away.

Jane Taylor Only blood relative of Polly Bodine to voluntarily testify against her. Testified to hearing screams on Saturday, December 23, from Emeline Houseman’s cottage, the night Polly Bodine stayed with them.

Caroline Van Name Younger sister of Polly Bodine. Her husband Moses Van Name told Polly she was a suspect. Testified to seeing Emeline Houseman alive on Sunday, Christmas Eve.

John Van Pelt Patriarch of the Van Pelt clan. Father to Emeline and grandfather to Ann Eliza. Publicly broke with the Housemans and declared his belief that Polly Bodine committed murders.

George S. Waite Paramour of Mrs. Mary “Polly” Bodine. A bachelor who owned an apothecary in Manhattan. Charged as an accessory after murders of Emeline and Ann Eliza Houseman.



FOR THE PEOPLE

District Attorney Lot Clark Ambitious young district attorney for Richmond County (Staten Island) in the prosecution of The People v. Mary Bodine. As lead prosecutor, he meticulously built the case with dozens of witnesses, seized letters, and forensic evidence.

James R. Whiting District Attorney for New York County (Manhattan). Convicted John Colt in a high-profile murder trial. Nicknamed “Little Bitters” for his short stature and righteous anger at criminals. Took special appointment to assist in the prosecution of Polly Bodine.



FOR THE DEFENSE

Col. John W. Brown Former United States Representative from upstate New York. Defense lawyer for Bodine alongside Graham and Jordan at third trial in Newburgh.

Clinton De Witt Junior member of defense team for the first trial on Staten Island and second trial in Manhattan. Tammany Hall speaker who was best pure orator among the defense lawyers.

David Graham Jr. Leader of Polly Bodine’s dream team in her three murder trials. Prominent defense lawyer who represented high-profile defendants like Ezra White and Amelia Norman. Brilliant strategist who specialized in procedure and cross-examination.

Ambrose L. Jordan Defense attorney for third trial in Newburgh. Former country lawyer who played on fears of the city. Called Aqua Fortis or “nitric acid” for his acerbic methods.

Roderick N. Morrison Former District Attorney for Richmond County who faltered in early media onslaught against his client Polly. Served as local counsel during first trial on Staten Island.



The Media Circus

P. T. Barnum Showman extraordinaire and proprietor of Barnum’s American Museum. Longtime adversary of James Gordon Bennett and close friend to Horace Greeley. During her trials, his museum’s popular wax exhibit portrayed Polly Bodine as a murderous witch.

Moses Yale Beach Paper mill owner who bought the Sun from his brother-in-law Benjamin Day and created the Associated Press. Ran unsubstantiated rumors during the Polly Bodine case.

James Gordon Bennett Ruthless editor of the New York Herald. Competed with Beach’s Sun to have the biggest paper in New York. Revolutionized the news with his sensationalistic coverage of criminal cases. Took up the prosecution’s side against Polly Bodine and scandalized her private life.

Enoch Camp Reporter of Bodine trials for the New York Herald. Lawyer by training, with George Wilkes he founded the National Police Gazette, America’s first national tabloid magazine.

Horace Greeley Founder of the New-York Daily Tribune, the up-and-coming rival to the New York Herald and the Sun. Close friend of P. T. Barnum.

Edgar Allan Poe Master of the short story horror tale and creator of the “detective fiction” genre. Fascinated by unsolved murders, he tried to solve cases publicly through the press. As a newsman, Poe criticized the criminal justice system via the Polly Bodine case.

Thomas Towndrow Stenographer and freelance reporter who popularized the use of shorthand to record trial testimony for the penny press. Covered the Polly Bodine trials for the Sun.

Walt Whitman Before revolutionizing poetry with Leaves of Grass, he was editor of the Brooklyn Eagle in the 1840s. Used the Bodine case to argue for the abolition of the death penalty.

George Wilkes “Sporting man” editor of the scandal sheet the Sunday Flash. Charged with libel and imprisoned in 1843, he cofounded, with Enoch Camp, the National Police Gazette.





PROLOGUE Christmas Night 1843

Isaac Cruzer saw it first.

Isaac and his pals walked by moonlight to their town’s only tavern to drink off the rest of the holiday. Their laughter echoed down the empty road and sloping hills of Granite Village, a peaceful hamlet of farmers, oystermen, and quarry workers nestled in northwest Staten Island. Their breaths transformed into mist and their boots flattened the muddied snow on Plank Road.1

At the bend in the road, Isaac saw smoke billowing out of the kitchen chimney of the two-story white cottage of Captain George Houseman. The others thought little of it— probably wet logs—and they went on to the tavern. As they savored their ales, the tranquility was broken.

Fire! FIRE! FIRE!

The men barreled out of the tavern and saw a teen boy on the road pointing to the Houseman cottage. Isaac circled the rear wing of the kitchen, where he saw red-orange flames spit angrily out of a broken window. Some women were already forming a bucket brigade. Every villager within earshot quickly assembled and dumped bucket after bucket of chilled water onto the fire, steaming the air and dousing the conflagration. Fortunately, the neighbors said, Captain Houseman was at sea, and his absent wife and child, Emeline and Ann Eliza, were visiting relations.2

Isaac Cruzer re-entered the kitchen with Abraham Whitley and Daniel Crocheron to make sure every cinder was stomped. Acrid smells of burnt paint and wood hung in the air. The walls were blackened and blistered, and resin oozed from the ceiling. Moonbeams flickered off silvery piles of ashes around the kitchen.

As Isaac poked rubbish with a stick, he hit something bulky under a corner bed near the cellar space. “Here is a dog or a sheep I think,” Isaac announced to the others. He rolled over the mass… then jumped back.3

“There was a body there,” said Isaac.

What?

“Yes there is a body,” he grimly confirmed.4

Isaac ran outside for fresh air, while the other men frantically dug up the pile of ashes. In a perverse nativity scene, they found the mother’s corpse bent like “a hoop” and stuffed under a bed in a corner of the kitchen. Next to her lay the torso of her infant child, its head seared off by the hellfire.5




PART I A Fallen Woman




CHAPTER ONE Islands in the Stream

When Mary “Polly” Housman was young, she loved to row her family’s oyster boats in the sparkling waters of Upper New York Bay, just off the shores of Staten Island. “She could pull an oar in an oyster boat with any man in the crew,” marveled a villager.1

Polly’s ancestors had sailed these waters before a United States had existed. The Huysmans arrived in the bustling trading port of Nieuw Amsterdam in the 1650s, but eventually settled on Staaten Eylandt. There they found jutting hills, lush valleys, and gurgling creeks. “Surely this country is the Paradise of the world,” wrote a British officer. “The inhabitants of this Island are tall, thin, narrow shouldered people, very simple in their manners, know neither Poverty nor Riches, each house has a good farm, and every man a trade.” Although this was an exaggeration, it wasn’t far off the mark for the Dutch and French Protestant clans. Families like the Van Names and Van Pelts, the Deharts and the Housmans, formed the modest aristocracy of Staten Island. (Huysman was Anglicized to Housman, which later became Houseman.)2

In 1794, Abraham P. Housman married Mary “Polly” Mesereau, who hailed from another old-line French Huguenot family, in the Dutch Reformed Church of Staten Island. Providence seemed to be shining on them. Abraham bought a piece of land which was later found to have a rich deposit of trap rock ideal for construction. The Staten Island Granite Company paid him a whopping $35,000 (about $1.2 million in current dollars) to open a quarry on his land. Between this windfall and his profitable oystering business, Abraham became “a man of considerable means,” wrote a local paper, and the locals renamed the area Granite Village.3

Abraham and Mary Housman went forth and multiplied. They baptized eight children: Lanah (1795), Nancy (1797), Abraham Jr. (1801), Elizabeth (1805), George (1808), Mary (1810), Margaret (1814), and Caroline (1817).4 Their sixth child was named after the exhausted matriarch. Young Mary had dark auburn, curly hair, blue eyes, and a Gallic nose that ran in the family. A bold girl, her lean physique was matched by her tomboy spirit. The common nickname for Mary was Molly, which became “Polly.”5

Staten Islanders guarded their Eden from what they saw as Sodom across the bay. By 1840, New York City was a mercantile city with more than 312,000 people largely crowded below 28th Street. By comparison, only 10,000 souls were spread over the valleys of Staten Island, mostly as farmers or oystermen. (Staten Island, like the other boroughs, would not be consolidated into New York City until 1898.) Staten Islanders looked across the bay and saw only moneylenders worshipping Mammon and rakes fornicating with prostitutes. “Away with the hurry, and tumult, and follies of the wicked city! Let us sleep our nights in undisturbed quiet and live our days in profound peace!” quoted a critic of their provincialism.6

But always over the next hill, Polly could see “masted-hemmed Manhattan,” in Walt Whitman’s vivid phrase. Henry David Thoreau, who spent the summer of 1843 on Staten Island, was struck by its contrasts with the city. “From the hill directly behind the house I can see New York, Brooklyn, Long Island, the Narrows, through which vessels bound to and from all parts of the world chiefly pass,” Thoreau wrote.7 The New York Marine Hospital, a quarantine facility planted on Staten Island, was an unwelcome intrusion of New York State and New York City government. Ship passengers who displayed jaundiced eyes or rashes were diverted to its infirmaries with cholera, smallpox, or yellow fever. Thousands were buried in its mass graves. Staten Islanders resented this literal pox on their home and blamed outbreaks on “the Quarantine.” (A mob would burn the hospital to the ground in 1858).8

For all their disdain of the city, Staten Islanders relied on it for their livelihoods. When New Yorkers started an oyster eating craze, Staten Island planted oyster beds in its brackish waters to feed them. Polly’s father, her brothers, and her future husband, all went into oystering. The launch of ferry boats inexorably linked the islands of the bay. The sight of five hundred people riding atop a steam ferry inspired Walt Whitman to write:


FLOOD-TIDE below me! I see you face to face;

Clouds of the west! sun there half an hour high! I see you also face to face.

Crowds of men and women attired in the usual costumes! how curious you are to me!

On the ferry-boats, the hundreds and hundreds that cross, returning home, are more curious to me than you suppose



These ferries and Polly’s fate would one day intertwine.

Polly grew into one of the prettiest maidens on the north of Staten Island. When she was about fifteen, she was courted by a brash twenty-four-year-old seafarer named Andrew Bodine. The Bodines were another old-line Protestant family, and their scion Andrew owned his own schooner, the Pearl. Both clans blessed the betrothal. On December 1, 1825, they married, and the young bride took the name the world would know her by: Mrs. Polly Bodine.9

The couple moved into a seaside cottage in Port Richmond. On warm summer nights, they could throw open the shutters and feel the bay breeze and hear seagulls cawing. Ten months after their wedding, Polly gave birth to a son they christened Albert Bodine. Two years later, she bore a daughter who they named Elizabeth.10

Behind the shutters of their cottage, however, their marriage was disintegrating. Andrew was gone at sea for weeks, and when he returned he brought the sailor’s life back with him. Even Polly’s critics acknowledged that Andrew Bodine had joined “the ranks of the vicious and intemperate,” which was nineteenth-century speak for a depraved drunk.11 Andrew spent money like the drunken sailor he’d become, pissing it away in booze, and taking his frustrations out on his wife. The raging alcoholic soon left his family destitute.

After too many of Andrew’s benders, Polly took the children and moved back into her father Abraham Houseman’s home in Granite Village in 1828. Her separation from Andrew was socially devastating for Polly. Married mothers just did not leave their husbands. No matter how awful they were to them or their children. Humiliated, Polly Bodine found herself a single mother on an island of gossips. They spread calumnies about her:


That’s Polly Bodine….

…she drove Andrew to debasement…

…she engaged in improper intimacy.12



There are no indications that Polly was unfaithful to Andrew when they lived together in Port Richmond. But rumors do not have to be true. She tried to start a grammar school, but it failed for lack of pupils. Mothers didn’t want that woman teaching their children. So she took whatever work she could get, including as a shopkeeper’s assistant in Manhattan.13

Polly nonetheless had joie de vivre unusual for a woman of her time and lot in life. She did not accept that her life was ruined for having married and left a drunken lout. Neighbors described her as a “lively, cheerful, kind and affectionate woman.” She cut a striking figure as she traversed the island in her customary hood and green veil and drank gin when she pleased. Still, Polly always maintained her upper-class bearing and was never déclassé. She was haughty about being a Houseman, which provided her “this world’s comforts,” in her words. She addressed others by their formal titles and grew to dislike her own nickname of “Polly,” preferring Mary. Although she didn’t have much formal schooling, she was literate and “lively and at times sparkling in conversation,” said others. Her nonconformist personality made her a unique, if resented, woman of Staten Island.14

Polly was closest to her older brother, Captain George Houseman; they were next-door neighbors. George Houseman had built a two-story white cottage, with a picket fence, a veranda porch, green shutters, and Venetian blinds, and a back yard with a garden. George’s cottage was directly adjacent to their father Abraham Houseman’s residence, where Polly lived with her daughter. The two homes were separated only by a pear tree and a grassy yard.15

George had built this lovely cottage for his newlywed wife, Emeline Van Pelt, the shy daughter of another old-line Dutch family. In 1842, George and Emeline Houseman were blessed with a newborn daughter Ann Eliza. When her husband was away at sea, Emeline Houseman, a tall but timid woman, got nervous sleeping alone with her infant. Polly would either send over her daughter Elizabeth or go herself next door to stay with Emeline and Ann Eliza. Everyone recalled how kind Polly was to her sister-in-law. The two occasionally even ventured into Manhattan together, with Polly guiding the younger, wide-eyed Emeline through the city.16

Meanwhile, Polly’s estranged husband drank himself into oblivion. Andrew Bodine’s carousing cost him his money and his reputation. Then, in October 1842, while still married to Polly, Andrew charmed Sarah Simpson, who unwittingly took his already-taken hand in marriage. Two months later, Sarah was found beaten to death in their bed in a shanty. Andrew was indicted for murder, but he was acquitted. He was prosecuted for bigamy and swiftly convicted. Behind the stone walls of Sing Sing, guards forced Andrew to labor silently all day and kept him in solitary confinement at night.17

Why didn’t Polly divorce Andrew? Divorce was rare in the nineteenth century, and in New York State the sole ground for divorce was adultery. Proving in open court that one’s husband had sexual intercourse with another woman was humiliatingly difficult. Most wives were dependent on their husbands. Divorce was more rumor than reality.18

So, more than fifteen years after they had separated in 1828, Mrs. Polly Bodine remained bound to her husband Andrew. Unable to remarry, Polly continued to live in her father’s house with her adolescent daughter Elizabeth. Her son Albert took an apprenticeship in Manhattan when he turned thirteen. The black mark on her character was indelible, and she had few friends.

Staten Island was not the whole of her reality though. Despite her troubles, Polly was happy again. Townsfolk did not know the wellspring of her joy.19




CHAPTER TWO Sex and the 1840s City

SATURDAY, DECEMBER 9, 1843

Polly gazed up at looming Manhattan from the deck of the Staten Islander as it cut through the chilled water. The thickets of masts and edifices that spiraled into the sky looked like an urban kingdom. “When the sun shines on its steeples, windows, and roofs of glittering tin,” described the writer Lydia Maria Child, “it is as if the Fire Spirits had suddenly created a city of fairy palaces.”1

At the Whitehall Terminal pier, Polly stepped onto the wooden dock and made her way through the throngs of commuters and holiday travelers. She’d made this trip scores of times, though never under these circumstances. Christmas was weeks away. Polly was eight months pregnant. She was going to see the father, a man who was not her husband.2

As Polly walked north to Canal Street, the riches and madness of Gotham unfolded before her. Along the waterfront, longshoremen heaved bales of cotton off the Sutton from Charleston, and unloaded bags of coffee beans off the Alerte from Port-au-Prince.3

She passed the narrow confines of Wall Street with marble-façade investment houses like Alexander Hamilton’s Bank of New York and Aaron Burr’s Manhattan Company. Under the soaring atrium of the Merchants’ Exchange, brokers scurried to buy the surging stock of Paterson Railroad. These “merchant princes” of New York dined at Delmonico’s and dressed in the ready-to-cut suits of the brothers Daniel, Elisha, and John Brooks, while Samuel Lord and George Taylor sold cashmere and silk hosiery to their wives and mistresses.4

Polly probably avoided the Five Points, the slum where poor Irish and German immigrants and African Americans packed into rat-infested tenements and the windowless cellars of the Old Brewery. Charles Dickens toured the Five Points slum and found alleys “with mud knee-deep” and pitch-dark rooms from which “vapors issue forth that blind and suffocate.” Gangs like the Forty Thieves, the Chichesters, the Dead Rabbits, and the Plug Uglies menaced the streets. “The city is infested by gangs of hardened wretches,” wrote former mayor Philip Hone in his diary. “These fellows (generally youths between the age of twelve and twenty-four) patrol the streets making the night hideous and insulting all who are not strong enough to defend themselves.”5

Four blocks away was Broadway, the most fashionable boulevard west of the Champs-Élysées. Paved with Nicolson wood blocks, Broadway was a commercial emporium with establishments like John Wright’s hat shop, a billiard table wareroom, and Tattersalls’ thoroughbred auction house. Inside, shop clerks hawked their wares. “Shuperb!” they’d parrot for each item in their Yankee accents. On the sidewalks, dandies twirled their gold chains and tapped their whalebone canes on the smooth stone. Charles Dickens was dazzled by the stylish women of Broadway. “Heaven save the ladies, how they dress! We have seen more colours in these ten minutes, than we should have seen elsewhere, in as many days,” remarked Dickens. “What various parasols! What rainbow silks and satins!”6

When she reached Canal Street, Polly entered a two-story apothecary at 252 Canal Street. Her son Albert Bodine was busy at work for his boss Mr. George S. Waite. Polly had first met Mr. Waite when she worked as a shopkeeper’s assistant in Manhattan. In 1839, young Albert had secured an apprenticeship with George and moved into the master’s shop on Canal Street.7

Polly became smitten with George. He couldn’t have come from a more different background than her husband. While the Bodines were gallant seafarers, Waite’s father was a moneygrubbing lottery operator. George became an apothecary. Ever since Shakespeare’s “Apothecary” sold poison to Romeo, they had had a slightly nefarious reputation.8

Polly’s attraction to George was mutual and turned, eventually, into intimacy. She took the ferry to Manhattan every fortnight to see him from Saturday to Monday morning. She kept their adulterous romance a secret. Albert would later swear that “This intimacy has been kept so secret from me.” Polly and George were aided by the layout of his apothecary: the first floor was separated by a locked trapdoor from the bedroom in the basement, which also had an exit into the back alley. Polly could come and go from his basement bedroom without anyone in the shop knowing about it.9

So went their dangerous liaison. But like a swimmer slowly being pulled out to sea by an undertow, Polly did not fully realize the forces placing her in increasing peril.



Polly and George’s illicit romance unfolded during the Mad Forties, an era of money and sex that rivaled the Roaring Twenties or the Eighties. New York’s commercial economy, though still full of artisans, had also created America’s first large, white-collar workforce of bankers and speculators, merchants and storekeepers, clerks and scriveners. The monied “shop-keeping aristocracy of the New World… is pompous without dignity, gaudy without magnificence, lavish without taste,” sniffed a critic. These young men formed a bachelor fraternity of “sporting men” who drank hard, bet on prizefighters, dressed flashily, and bragged of their sexual conquests.10

Entrepreneurs commercialized sex for these young men. Theaters began featuring tableaux vivants, or “living female paintings” where a voluptuous model would pose nude on a rotating stage as a Greek Slave or Venus Rising from the Sea. The city’s two hundred or so brothels had guidebooks like A. Butt Ender’s Prostitution Exposed, or a Moral Reform Directory, Laying Bare the Lives, Histories, Residences, Seductions and etc. of the most Celebrated Courtezans and Ladies of Pleasure of the City of New York (1839). Sporting men could choose from refined courtesans in houses of assignation or bare-bosomed whores standing topless in doorways in the Five Points.11

Sporting men of New York also enjoyed their own scandal sheets (forerunners to today’s men’s magazines). Dubbed the “flash press,” rags like the Sunday Flash, New York Sporting Whip, The Libertine, and The Weekly Rake exposed sex scandals, ran risqué cartoons, and celebrated male sexuality. “Man is endowed with passions that must be gratified,” wrote the Whip, “and no blame can be attached to him, who for that purpose occasionally seeks the woman of pleasure.”12

Sex outside marriage was far riskier for women. The seduction of an innocent maiden, and her ruin as a “fallen woman,” was a favorite trope. George Wilkes, the notorious writer for the Flash, ran a “Lives of the Nymphs” series for which he penned a lascivious profile of Amanda Green. Amanda came from a respectable family but met a piano tuner in the city and “fell victim to his seductive arts.” When her mother caught them “in flagrante delicto in an attic,” she threw Amanda out of the house. “No resource was left her but open prostitution, and she accordingly took to that degraded calling,” wrote Wilkes. In a wink to his readers, he notes that Amanda was “tall, very tall; her form is full,” and she “resides at Mrs. Shannon’s, No. 74 West Broadway.”13

For married women like Polly, the consequences of adulterous sex were even more severe. While a husband might be embarrassed by an affair, the female adulteress was feared for her sexual treachery. A wife who bore the illegitimate child of another man was pure anathema. In Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter, A Romance (1850), he portrayed the adulteress Hester Prynne as strong and dignified in part to rebuke the public shaming of women in Hawthorne’s own era.14

For Polly, every act of intercourse was a roll of the dice with fertility and social ruin. Primitive condoms made from sheep bladders ripped easily and sporting men refused to wear them. Coitus interruptus was the main attempt at birth control. Nature triumphed. So women turned to abortifacients to induce abortions. Apothecaries like George Waite stocked herbal abortifacients like pennyroyal, blue cohosh, rue, and tansy. “The temerity with which even respectable druggists will sell violent and noxious drugs to women far advanced in pregnancy forms one of the most alarming features of this trade,” said a physician.

Ann Trow Lohman advertised her “Madame Restell’s Female Monthly Regulating Pills” to relieve “all cases of suppression, irregularity, or stoppage of the menses.”15 What made Madame Restell’s pills especially controversial were her new customers: middle- and upper-class, Protestant, married women who took abortifacients to reassert control over their lives. Among these women was Polly Bodine.16

Abortion before “quickening” (roughly the fourth month of pregnancy) was generally not at crime until 1845, when the New York legislature passed a law to punish abortions as a misdemeanor. Public sentiment focused on “fallen woman” as victims of rakes and unscrupulous abortionists. As the New York Sporting Whip wrote, “A young girl; full of life and hope and beauty shows a partiality for a villain, and he, taking advantage of her liking, endeavors by fair promises and deceptive professions, to rob her of her virtue.” When the maiden becomes pregnant, the rake procures an abortion. “ ‘Madame Costello or Madame Restell will prevent that,’ answers the villain, and the girl consents to cast herself into irremediable ruin,” wrote the Whip.17

George Waite was vulnerable to these stereotypes. Outwardly, George had some makings of a sporting man. He was a “merchant prince” and thirtysomething bachelor who dressed in fine suits tailored to his pleasantly plump body. His apothecary was a block off fashionable Broadway, and he stocked herbal abortifacients. Like many overleveraged Knickerbockers, George was deep in debt and behind on the rent. He’d even asked Polly for help to borrow cash. Still, Polly was enamored enough to stay with him for more than three years.18

In the spring of 1843, George and Polly made love. And she conceived. She kept it a secret from her family, including her son. The press would later report that Polly had said she was impregnated by Waite multiple times, and he had “given her the means each time to avoid the consequences.” Although there is no way to verify this, it is improbable that a fertile woman like Polly who had regular sex would’ve escaped pregnancy altogether in the three years before 1843.19

This time, Polly did not avoid the consequences. Perhaps the abortifacients didn’t work; they were notoriously unreliable. Perhaps she didn’t want to risk taking them again; they were notoriously dangerous. Or, perhaps, she wanted to have their child.

So on Saturday, December 16, 1843, as Polly was en route to see George, neither had any idea that within weeks their secret romance would incite a national maelstrom. The public would judge Polly’s character as a woman, and her fate would turn on the outcome.




CHAPTER THREE Incendiaries

TUESDAY, DECEMBER 26, 1843

He had no use for Christmas.

As New Yorkers slept in the wee hours, the Scotsman rose in the pre-dawn darkness, washed in cold water, and headed out to find some news. Frost-coated windows added to the stillness. At the corner of Fulton and Nassau, the five-story brick building with the giant sign came into view:

HERALD BUILDING

JAMES GORDON BENNETT

This was his castle and he built it on words.1

From his desk, James Gordon Bennett could see the enemy’s citadel across the street: the six-story headquarters of the Sun newspaper led by his rival Moses Yale Beach. For Christmas, Bennett published a desultory message to readers that ended by criticizing Barnum’s American Museum and others for selling tickets over the holiday so that “by glaring lamps, banners, gipsey girls, fat negroes, and Tom Thumb, were enabled to pocket plenty of shillings.”2

As dawn seeped in, Bennett cobbled together some weak-tea items on the violinist Ole Bull and the arrest of a thief of carpenter’s tools. Holidays were slow. Later that morning, though, a ferry rider came to the Herald building with a startling tip from Staten Island. Arson on Christmas night. A mother and child dead. Their house plundered. Unfortunately, Tuesday’s edition was already in the streets, so he wrote up the big story for tomorrow’s paper.3

Bennett had to beat the Sun to this story. Eight years earlier, when Bennett was an unemployed forty-year-old, the Sun rejected him for a job because its star reporter George Wisner detested him. It stung because Benjamin Day, a working-class printer’s apprentice, had just created the Sun as America’s first “penny paper” for the masses. Day’s brother-in-law Moses Yale Beach procured two steam-powered, Napier printing presses to bang out thousands of copies overnight, and they commissioned street urchins to hawk the paper—New York’s first newsboys.4

The Sun gave the people the stories they wanted: local news and scandals; suicides and murders. George Wisner sat in on the 4:00 A.M. police court and wrote up criminal trials as morality plays. New Yorkers loved it. “A carter may be now seen sitting on his cart; a barrowman on his barrow; and a porter at his stand: each perusing a penny paper,” observed a guidebook. Philip Hone detected its secret popularity among his peers, too. “Everybody wonders how people can buy and read those receptacles of scandal, the penny press,” Hone wrote in his diary. “Every man who blames his neighbor for setting so bad an example occasionally puts one in his pocket to carry home to his family for their and his own edification.”5

In revenge, Bennett rented out a cheap basement and started his own New York Herald. “What Shakespeare did for the drama,” he proclaimed, “such shall I do for the daily newspaper press.” He took out his poison-press and attacked everyone in sight of his crossed eyes. Bennett assailed the Sun’s “leach of dirty indecent police reporters,” and its “Infidel editor.” (Day retorted that Bennett’s “only chance of dying an upright man will be that of hanging perpendicularly upon a rope.”)6 Bennett blasphemed the Church by suggesting its priests made for good lovers “always fresh, delicate, and blooming.” Park Benjamin, a rival editor who was crippled, was a “half Jew, half infidel, with a touch of the monster.” When the African slaves who revolted from The Amistad were jailed, the Herald ran derogatory caricatures of them somersaulting and kissing white abolitionist women in the jail.7

Bennett’s bullying made him the most despised man in Gotham. Philip Hone disdained the “ill-looking, squinting man” and his paper by “which scandal is retailed to all who delight in it, at that moderate price.” Press colleagues had unbridled contempt. “A reptile marking his path with slime wherever he goes, and breathing mildew at every thing fresh and fragrant; a midnight ghoul, preying on rottenness and repulsive filth; a creature hated by his nearest intimate… all this is James Gordon Bennett,” wrote a young Walt Whitman.8



Back in Granite Village, the townspeople looked in horror at the burnt-out Houseman kitchen in the harsh daylight. The odor of smoke permeated the walls, and the entire kitchen was scorched black from floor to ceiling. Heat blisters bulged from the woodwork. Melted resin oozed down from the ceiling and flowed up from the garret floor. The victims’ bodies were covered in blankets, and stones were placed on their knees to prevent more curling.9

The authorities asked the village doctor Dr. William Eadie to perform a postmortem examination. As the Housemans’ family physician, it was a poignant task for Dr. Eadie. Two colleagues, Dr. John Harrison and Dr. Ephraim Clark, were summoned to assist him. What the trio of physicians found was chilling. A black silk handkerchief was tied tightly around the mother’s left wrist and fastened into a sailor’s knot. When they dissected her arm, they found a jagged wound that penetrated deep and fractured both bones of her forearm—evidence of defensive wounds. They further found a separated piece of the child’s skull with coagulated blood in it, which suggested that it had been separated by violence. Their forensic findings indicated homicide. Some person or persons had bludgeoned to death a mother and her infant child in their home.10

Meanwhile, Polly’s brother-in-law Smith Freeman had gone to Waite’s apothecary in Manhattan to tell Polly and Albert about the catastrophe. She wasn’t there though. No one knew where she was. When she later walked into the apothecary, Waite told her what’d happened. According to her son Albert, Polly cried and left the apothecary to catch the ferry to Staten Island.11

By awful happenstance, Captain George Houseman had just docked his schooner The Whig after weeks away at sea, and he bumped into his sister Polly and nephew Albert at the Staten Island ferry. It fell upon Polly to tell her brother the unthinkable. They rode the ferry in numbed silence. When George reached his burnt-out home in Granite Village, he was devastated by what was left of his family. There’d be no laying out of the bodies. The burial would be held the next day.12

WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 27, 1843

DESTRUCTIVE CONFLAGRATION AT PORT RICHMOND—TWO LIVES LOST announced the Herald’s headline breaking the news to New Yorkers on Wednesday morning. The newspaper reported “a most lamentable catastrophe on Monday night in Granite Village, about a mile and a half from Port Richmond, which resulted in the death of the wife and infant child of Capt. George Houseman.” James Gordon Bennett speculated that a gang had conspired to burglarize the home. “It appears that some incendiaries and robbers had formed a design to plunder the house whilst the festivities usual to Christmas day were being observed in the village,” surmised the Herald. “The house was first rifled of all the money which could be found,” the article asserted, but after “resistance made by Mrs. Houseman, it was fired!”13



HORRIBLE AFFAIR—MYSTERIOUS MURDER AND ARSON AT STATEN ISLAND read the Sun, breaking the story that same day. The editor Moses Yale Beach already claimed to have an inside source. “There lay the two blackened bodies wrapped in a blanket, which our informants say was hardly any, or very slightly burnt!” the Sun reported. It leaked tantalizing details from the postmortem examination: “A black silk handkerchief was found tied in a sailor knot tight around the right wrist, as though it had been tied to drag the body, or keep the unfortunate woman from using her arms.”14 Bennett was sick with envy that the Sun had outshone his Herald. He yelled for a reporter to get on the next ferry to Staten Island.



Freezing rain had iced over Granite Village and added another layer of bleakness to that morning. Mourners trudged up their village’s hillside cemetery and steadied themselves on the incline. As the minister read scripture, two proud clans stood around the gravesite. The widower Captain George Houseman, his aging parents, and his brothers and sisters assembled together. Next to them were the Van Pelts, led by John, Emeline’s bereaved father.

John Van Pelt’s initial shock at the murders was transforming into a seething rage. Just the week before, his beloved daughter Emeline and granddaughter Ann Eliza had played in his home. Next he saw them, he had to identify his daughter from the remnants of her dress. Now, he watched their remains being lowered in the ground. As Polly Bodine stood just a few feet away, his mind raced. Polly was the last person seen alive with Emeline. Polly went over to sleep with Emeline on Saturday night, December 23, and his daughter was never heard from again. Before Christmas, his son-in-law George Houseman had foolishly bandied about town a large bag full of silver worth $1,000. Polly may have tried to steal it from Emeline. He’d heard the rumors about Polly’s bad character. When the funeral ended, the incensed father would no longer contain his suspicions. John turned to the other Van Pelts and made a fateful declaration.

“Polly” he said, “was the murderess.”15




CHAPTER FOUR Low-Speed Chase

FRIDAY, DECEMBER 29, 1843

HORRID MURDER AND ARSON ON STATEN ISLAND, read the handbill. A citizen’s committee called for all inhabitants of Richmond County to attend a meeting in Granite Village for the “purpose of investigating the circumstances attending the murder of Mrs. George Houseman and child.” Several hundred people tried to pack into the meeting at John Gaylord’s home the next day.1

With the killers still on the loose, villagers barricaded their families behind locked doors at home. The murders had “stricken horror to the stoutest hearts” and “aroused the feelings of the people to the highest point of excitement,” reported the Brooklyn Evening Star.2 Staten Island was “in a state of almost siege,” the Herald commented later. “Every old musket on the island has been put into order, and firearms of every description have risen a hundred per cent since this fearful murder,” it asserted, reflecting that American reflex.3

Wild rumors in the daily papers accelerated the fear. On Friday morning, Horace Greeley’s New-York Daily Tribune reported, erroneously, that “a gag had been forced” in Emeline’s mouth. The Brooklyn Evening Star suggested that “the unfortunate lady before being murdered, was subjected to the most horrible indignities” and that the “thousand dollars in money which Capt. Houseman left with his lady, was not found by the murderers, it being concealed in a secret part of the house.”4

On Friday afternoon, the Coroner of Richmond County announced that the inquiry made a finding of “willful murder and arson committed by some person or persons unknown.” The physical evidence for homicide was compelling. The committee of investigation, however, lacked hard evidence to arrest any suspect.5

Lot C. Clark, the twenty-four-year-old district attorney of Richmond County, was under mounting pressure as he met with the committee of investigation at the Port Richmond hotel. The son of a United States congressman from upstate New York, he’d moved to Staten Island as a young man and was admitted to the bar. He took office when he was just twenty-one years old. Now the victim’s father, John Van Pelt, was telling everyone that Polly Bodine was the killer. Although Polly was the last person seen alive with the victim, and she’d made some inconsistent statements to the authorities about her whereabouts that weekend, there was no direct evidence connecting her to the murders yet. As Clark saw the New York reporters buzz about Staten Island looking for leads, he had an idea. He asked for a meeting with them.6

Later that Friday night, the Houseman clan, including Polly and her daughter, gathered quietly around the kitchen hearth of Abraham Houseman Sr. A cold drizzle pattered the windows.

Knock knock.

It was Polly’s brother-in-law Moses Van Name. He shook the rain off his coat and walked into the kitchen. He said that “all the neighbors suspected” Polly of being the murderer. Polly immediately rose and left the kitchen. She put on a black hood, shawls, and a green veil and disappeared out the back door. Braving the freezing rain, the Houseman clan went to go look for her. They knocked on every door of Granite Village. She was gone.7

That same evening, George Waite accompanied Polly’s son Albert Bodine on the ferry through the rain to Staten Island. George soon regretted it. The local authorities asked who was this mysterious man from New York? Under interrogation, George admitted to having an affair with Polly Bodine, and a suspicious letter from her was found in his possession. The sheriff immediately took him into custody. The authorities suspected that Waite “had either visited the Island to aid in her escape, or knew her whereabouts” and that he wasn’t telling them everything.

Two officers traveled to Waite’s apothecary late that night to search his premises for more evidence. They found several of Polly’s belongings in his bedroom, including her basket, a night cap, and a woman’s gown. Most damning, they found coral beads that, witnesses confirmed, resembled the beads worn around the neck of the infant Ann Eliza.8

SATURDAY, DECEMBER 30, 1843

Polly had fled into sleeting rain, leading a low-speed chase through the back paths and forests of Staten Island. She was eight months pregnant, cold and wet, and accused of murder. At daybreak, Polly was spotted eight miles from her father’s home. According to a witness, she was “very much worn and haggard in looks, and seeming to have been walking all night.” Somehow she slipped aboard a ferry to Manhattan.9

That morning, the papers announced that Captain George Houseman “has offered a reward of $1,000 for the arrest and conviction of the person or persons guilty in this outrage.” Lot Clark also asked the papers to run detailed descriptions of the Housemans’ stolen valuables, which included: a gold lever watch with a spread eagle design on the dial; a massive gold curb chain; a black enameled breast pin with a diamond center and gold image of a weeping willow; gold rings with pearls and emerald stones; a gold locket marked E. V. P. for Emeline’s maiden name; and a dozen silver spoons and a pair of silver tongs marked with the initials G. E. H. for her husband.10

About one o’clock that afternoon, Polly was spotted in the vicinity of George Waite’s apothecary at 252 Canal Street. Finding the shop locked up, Polly wandered about until she found an eating house at 459 Washington Street and asked for lodging. The widowed owner, Mrs. Laura Parsolls, concerned about Polly’s distressed state, served her coffee and cake.

After her guest revealed that she was from Staten Island, Mrs. Parsolls asked “perhaps you know something about the horrid murder?”

“Yes, don’t mention it—it makes me shudder when I hear of it,” replied Polly, “she was my brother’s wife.”

Not yet aware this guest was a suspect in the case, Mrs. Parsolls made up a bed for her. As Polly dozed off, she overhead other guests talk about the Staten Island murders. The constables were in pursuit of a female suspect, they said. When Polly heard this, she put on her cloak and green veil, and slipped quietly out the door.11

New Year’s Eve Sunday, December 31, 1843

Polly endured a grueling, second overnight chase as a fugitive in Gotham. In strong winds, she trudged seven miles north all the way to the country estates of Harlem. The heavy toll on her pregnant body was mounting. Bone-weary and upset, she fell down in a fit and bruised her face. She got up, tied a handkerchief over the wound, and somehow made it back to the city.12

On Sunday morning, Polly found a church on Franklin Street along the East River and blended in with the parishioners as they entered for the service. She fell asleep in the pews to the lull of the hymns. She only woke when the congregants got up to leave.13

    She wandered deliriously for several more hours in the city. In the late afternoon, an acquaintance recognized Polly in the street and told her that officers were searching for her. He tried to persuade her to “return to her friends.” Breaking down, Polly exclaimed that she “had no friends,” and that “they were the first to suspect” her. She surrendered to the authorities on New Year’s Eve.14




CHAPTER FIVE They Would Hang Her Without Judge or Jury

The hunt for Polly Bodine was like manna from heaven falling on Fulton and Nassau Streets. “One of our corps of indefatigable reporters has just arrived from the scene of the horrid murders on Staten Island, in the fast sailing clipper Mingo, with the above important intelligence exclusively for the readers of the Herald,” promised James Gordon Bennett. The Herald reported a major break in the case: the Housemans’ stolen gold watch had been left “at a pawnbroker’s shop in this city on Monday by a woman resembling Polly Bodine in every particular.”

Bennett assassinated Polly’s character. “She is represented as a bold, determined woman,” he wrote, and it was not a compliment. Bennett blamed her for Andrew Bodine’s descent into madness. “He was originally a man of considerable property and character, but after the marriage with this woman, (from her conduct as is alleged,) became intemperate and debased.” The Herald eagerly detailed the signs of George and Polly’s intimacy that the police found in his apothecary. “A night cap and night gown, supposed to belong to her, was also found in a bureau in his bedroom,” it reported, and “other appearances indicated a woman recently occupied the bed, whose hair was of a similar color and texture of the supposed murderess.” Less than a week after the Christmas fire, Bennett declared her guilty. “Horrible, most horrible, when it is considered that this act was committed by the sister of the husband of the murdered wife and mother.”1

Moses Yale Beach’s Sun roared back with wild stories the next day. According to the Sun, it was not Polly who left her drunk husband, but Andrew Bodine who “separated from her a few years after their marriage, declaring it impossible to live with her.” What’s more, the Sun claimed that Andrew had accused Polly of killing his new wife Sarah Simpson, after which Polly “had him sent to the State Prison for Bigamy, where he is now.” The Sun also had a bizarre update. “The body of Mrs. Houseman was exhumed yesterday, and the contents of her stomach analyzed by a Chemist to detect the poison,” it claimed. “It is supposed she was made insensible by a dose of Prussic acid, and as she did not then confess where the money was, the fiends murdered her.”2

Horace Greeley, the liberal publisher of the New-York Daily Tribune and sometime supporter of women’s rights, quickly followed suit. The Tribune reported that after Polly left Emeline’s cottage, it was silent the rest of Christmas weekend. That fact “united with the bad character of Mrs. Bodine, she having for some time lived separate from her husband, and not a very reputable life, directed suspicion on her.”3

These fierce rivals could sense that the Staten Island murders were a very big story. Bigger perhaps than the murder of Helen Jewett, a prostitute who was killed in a high-class brothel in 1836, and the resulting trial of her client Richard P. Robinson for first-degree murder. Bigger even than the mystery of Mary Rogers, the “beautiful cigar girl” whose suspects included her former fiancée. The Sun and the upstart Herald saw their circulations spike as they covered these cases’ lurid details. The lesson was clear: murder mysteries that involved female victims or an element of sex sold newspapers. So the editors rushed to expose everything about Polly Bodine and George Waite.

MONDAY EVENING, JANUARY 1, 1844

The smell of corned beef and fried oysters wafted through the dining room of the Inn on Staten Island. James Gordon Bennett had just arrived from the ferry and was famished. It was his first visit to the other island across the bay. Bennett enjoyed his meal, with a strong cup of tea, and loudly shared his impressions of the island with the other poor diners circled round the communal dining table with him.

After a spell, Bennett noticed a well-dressed gentleman staring at him from across the table. He finally introduced himself as Mr. William H. Waite, the brother of Mr. George S. Waite—the man whom the newsman had publicly accused of conspiring to commit murder. William was on the island trying to get his brother out on bail. He’d tried see his brother George in jail, but the sheriff denied him access. William Waite then unleashed on Bennett. He “spoke very sharply about the reports” by the Herald and promised that he “could and would provide an alibi,” for his brother.4

Bennett was not only unfazed by the confrontation, he delighted in it. Over the years, the editor had been kicked in the back, shoved against an iron fence, and caned over the head by men whom he’d insulted in the pages of his newspaper. Each time, he regaled his readers with detailed reports of the assaults upon his body. So too, here, he gleefully recounted William Waite’s verbal melee for the Herald.5

TUESDAY, JANUARY 2, 1844

During the Jewett case, Bennett shocked but intrigued his readers when, for his “Visit to the Scene,” Bennett took his readers into the bedroom where Jewett’s corpse still lay and described her in erotic detail. “The perfect figure—the exquisite limbs—the full arms—the beautiful bust—all—all surpassed in every respect the Venus de Medicis,” he wrote. “I was lost in admiration at this extraordinary sight—a beautiful female corpse—that surpassed the finest statute of antiquity.”6

So Bennett redeployed his reporter-on-the-scene technique by going to Captain Houseman’s cottage. “At eight o’clock this morning, I proceeded to the scene of the murder for the purpose of making a sketch of the house, and ascertaining in propria persona the fullest and most accurate details of this horrible transaction,” he wrote, taking his readers along with him. Crowds of gawkers gathered outside Captain Houseman’s cottage repeated what they’d heard or suspected.7

As in the Jewett case, Bennett gained entrance from the police and inspected each room. He painted a tragic portrait. “The husband and wife lived in this snug cottage, in the full enjoyment of all that a married life can afford—blessed with a beautiful, but, also, unfortunate babe, whose innocent prattle was the delight of the father,” he wrote for the Herald. When he reached the kitchen, the tone darkened. “The kitchen, or rather the murder room, was completely blackened, and large blisters were raised on all wood work of the doors, windows, closets and fire-board,” he wrote. This was “where a woman and child had been sacrificed to Mammon, by the hand of a woman—a sister.”8

Ironically, in the next sentence, Bennett described a growing mob atmosphere. “Deep indeed is the feeling against the murderess,” he noted, disregarding his own role in fomenting it. He quoted a local woman as saying that “if the law would give her up to the women of the Island they would hang her without judge or jury.” He doubted whether the trial could be held on Staten Island. He wrote that the “people have to a man expressed their opinions as to the guilt of Polly Bodine, and not the angel Gabriel himself could now persuade them to the contrary.”9

Meanwhile, on a ferry to Staten Island rode Justice Merritt, a justice of the peace assisting in the investigation, and three pawnbrokers from Manhattan.
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