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eForeword by Marilyn Bardsley

This double homicide generated a great deal of excitement in the 1920s. Unlike Lizzie Borden, who became a household name as the central figure in another unsolved double homicide, comparatively few people today are familiar with the Hall-Mills murders. Now, a man with a scientific background discovers a new clue hidden in plain sight that points strongly to one particular suspect. Dr. Ramsland makes a very convincing case for this suspect as the murderer. She explains what criminal psychology experts now know that could have focused more attention on this suspect.

It takes an expert in the study of murder to make sense of this spectacular mystery and disentangle the evidence from the botched investigation. Dr. Ramsland has taken a confusing set of circumstances with a wealth of suspects and evaluated each suspect’s potential as the killer. Her strong expertise in criminal justice, forensics, and criminal psychology, plus her encyclopedic knowledge of homicide, gives this story the fresh insight and analysis the case requires.

Dr. Katherine Ramsland has published more than 1,000 articles and 40 books, including The Forensic Psychology of Criminal Minds, The Human Predator, Inside the Minds of Serial Killers, and The Mind of a Murderer. She holds graduate degrees in forensic psychology, clinical psychology, criminal justice, and philosophy, and teaches forensic psychology and criminal justice at DeSales University in Pennsylvania. Ramsland has worked with prominent criminalists, coroners, detectives, and FBI profilers. She speaks internationally about forensic psychology and serial murder, and has appeared on numerous documentaries, as well as The Today Show, 20/20, 48 Hours, Larry King Live, and E! True Hollywood Story.


Chapter 1: Cries in the Night

I’ve often driven past a place in New Brunswick, New Jersey, that once was a secret lovers’ lane. Back in the 1920s, a married minister and his mistress used to meet there. One September evening, someone followed them. A shot rang out, a woman screamed, and there were three more shots. The lovers were dead. Their killer posed the bodies to ensure that whoever discovered them would know exactly why they had to die.

Investigators thought the case would be “a cinch” to solve, and there were plenty of suspects. But it turns out that many more secrets surrounded these two than anyone realized, so plenty of hurdles were placed in the way. Every lead was a labyrinth.

The double homicide of the minister and the choir singer launched a sensational trial, to which The New York Times devoted more print than to any murder case before it. Renowned journalists crowded in for a salacious story. Some have speculated that the sordid tale even inspired parts of The Great Gatsby.

Because the case remains unsolved, it presents an enduring mystery like that of Lizzie Borden or Jack the Ripper. Even today, inquisitive people revisit the story to rethink suspects and evidence.

Which brings us to an enticing item that has never been considered before. It was in plain sight all along and it implicates a suspect who might have eluded arrest due to ignorance back then about a specific type of motive.

So, let’s see how this tragic tale unfolded. You can decide for yourself if this new discovery is a clincher.

It was a brisk but sunny Saturday morning on September 16 in 1922. Fifteen-year-old Pearl Bahmer had a date with Raymond Schneider, 23. They had argued the evening before, and Pearl had stomped off. Now she hoped to restore the romance.

Around mid-morning, they set off for a walk around their neighborhood. They left the busy Easton Avenue, with its trolley and touring cars, to find an isolated spot near the abandoned Phillips farm on De Russey’s Lane. Hand in hand, talking softly, they proceeded down the dirt road toward a driveway on their left and turned on to it. This took them over a low embankment and onto a weedy path.
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De Russey’s Lane

Near a small crabapple tree, Pearl saw something odd. It looked as if someone had dumped a pile of clothing there. No, it looked like someone was actually sleeping there, with his hat over his face. He lay next to another lump of clothing that looked like a dress. Pearl pointed.

“Look over there,” she said to Raymond. “Are those people asleep?”

They ventured closer. A gold watch lay on the ground, but she didn’t touch it. Pearl and Raymond stopped and stared. The two people, lying side by side, weren’t breathing. They weren’t moving. They lay face-up, and the woman was staring up at the sky.

Pearl swallowed. This didn’t seem right. They shouldn’t be here, not like this. But she could hear the flies buzzing, and she could see for herself that these two were beyond help.

They were dead.


Chapter 2: The Bodies

Pearl and Raymond turned and raced back to Easton Avenue. They approached the home of Edward Stryker to ask someone there to phone the police. They could hardly believe they’d seen a dead body, let alone two!

Patrolman Edward Garrigan and Officer James Curran soon arrived. Pearl and Raymond led them to the scene, but Garrigan stopped them at the embankment.

He could see the bodies stretched out near the crabapple tree. Their stillness was eerie. Both were stiff and had drawn flies, so it was clear to him that they’d been there a while. It was hard to ignore the odor of death.

Garrigan and Curran moved closer. Both victims lay on their backs, with their feet pointed toward the tree.
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Bodies of victims

The female, an adult woman, wore a blue dress with red polka dots, black silk stockings and brown Oxfords. Her blue velvet hat lay to the right of her body and a gold wedding band shone bright on her finger.

The man was dressed in a dark gray suit with polished black shoes. A white Panama hat had been placed atop his face. When Garrigan moved it he saw a pair of brown-spotted glasses. It was not yet clear whether the spots were from blood or flies.

The man’s right hand was extended partly under the dead woman’s shoulder, and their clothes were so neat they might have merely lay down to rest.

Although the girl who’d discovered this scene had mentioned a watch, the officers didn’t see one. They wondered if she’d taken it.

The victims had clearly been murdered and then positioned to resemble a lovers’ embrace. It was a crass gesture, seemingly aimed at mockery. The grass around them looked flattened, as if someone had spent a lot of time there, working on them. The attention to detail suggested that the killer had been confident about not being seen.

The woman’s head, her wide eyes staring upward, rested on the man’s right arm. Her left hand had been placed on his right knee. Her legs were modestly closed. A brown silk scarf, swarming with maggots, was loosely wound around her neck. Scattered pieces of torn paper with penciled handwriting lay in the narrow gap between the bodies.

The killer had shot the male just once in a close-range execution over his right ear, but the female had taken three bullets. This discovery indicated the killer was angry at her. He, she, or they had probably known her, or had known them both. She had been shot under the right eye, straight into the right temple, and over the right ear.

Despite the obvious violence, the victims appeared to be at peace, as if comforting each other. In fact, they looked as if they’d been prepared for burial.

The whole thing had been contrived for effect. The scene looked like someone’s morbid idea of a joke.

The officers noticed a small business card leaning against the heel of the male victim’s left shoe. It seemed to have been carefully placed. This, too, bore dark speckles.

They looked around and found a man’s leather card case, lying open on the ground. It contained a driver’s license. The name was Edward Wheeler Hall of Nichols Avenue. Hall was likely the male victim.

The killer had taken no pains to hide the victims’ identities, so the cops believe it would be easy to discover who Hall’s companion had been. Curran left the scene to call it in.

Albert Cardinal, a reporter from the New Brunswick Daily Home News, entered the area with a camera. He asked if he could pick up the card at the foot of the male corpse. Garrigan nodded. Without taking precautions, Cardinal picked it up and looked on both sides.

This error would be the first of many in handing the scene and the evidence. No one had roped it off the crime scene, and no one seemed to realize that touching something might corrupt its value for solving the case. Fingerprints were the primary source of identification in those days, but investigators had relied on them for less than two decades.


Chapter 3: The Minister

Cardinal noticed the name on the card, Reverend Edward W. Hall. He knew that Hall was the pastor of the Episcopal Church of St. John the Evangelist in New Brunswick. He realized that this man lying on the ground was an Episcopalian minister. He’d been just 41 years old. Cardinal took pictures and made several notes. Then Cardinal lifted the dead female’s scarf to see what had drawn the maggots. He was startled. In a special news edition that day, he would describe the woman’s ear-to-ear neck wound as “a great open gash.”

In the meantime, Curran had arrived on Easton Avenue. He had someone summon a relative of Rev. Hall for identification and then stopped a driver, Dr. E. Leon Loblein, and asked if he knew the minister on sight. Loblein said that he did, and he accompanied Curran to the crime scene. Bending over the male corpse as Garrigan raised the hat, Loblein affirmed that the dead man was indeed Reverend Hall. They noticed that someone had closed his eyes.

By this time, word was on the street. Several people walked down the dirt lane to see for themselves. Garrigan and Curran tried to keep them out, but more kept coming, and there was only so much that two officers could do.

In those days, crime scenes drew ghoulish souvenir hunters who thought nothing of trampling evidence and taking pieces from the scene. The crabapple tree was soon stripped of much of its bark and the business card had been passed from hand to hand for examination. There was no point even looking for footprints or tire impressions. The best that investigators could hope for was information from an eyewitness.
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Crabapple tree

The next person to arrive was Detective George Totten from Somerset County, along with a physician, Dr. William Long. Totten noticed that the pieces of paper scattered between the corpses were letters. He asked an officer to collect them. A .32-caliber cartridge case was discovered near the bodies, as well as a 2-feet-long piece of iron pipe. Each item was carefully wrapped in brown paper.
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Detective at crime scene

Dr. Long estimated the time of death for both victims, which had probably occurred in close succession, to have been about 36 hours earlier. This finding was considered odd, since a lovers’ lane should have had a lot of activity on a Friday night and the bodies had already begun to smell. It was possible, some investigators surmised, that people had seen them, but instead of reporting it, they’d taken the opportunity to rifle through the victims’ pockets and perhaps steal the woman’s purse. The man’s card wallet looked as if it had been removed, emptied of money, and dropped.

A glance through the letters indicated that they had been written to Hall from a woman who obviously adored him. She wrote in dramatic phrases to describe how she felt about him. In childish handwriting, she spoke of “eternal love” for her “noble man.” Had she brought these letters with her, they wondered, or had someone else found them and used them to decorate this fatal deed?

Soon, Edwin R. Carpender, a cousin of the dead man’s wife, drove into De Russey’s Lane, accompanied by former Senator William Florence. Carpender walked over to the bodies, pale and visibly upset, and confirmed Edward Hall’s identity. No other reaction was recorded, but he must have felt shocked by Hall’s flagrant besmirching of his family’s good name.

Some three and a half hours after the initial discovery, Sam Sutphen, the Somerville undertaker, arrived. He found in Edward’s pockets 61 cents in change and two handkerchiefs, which he bagged. Then he placed the stiffened bodies in his hearse to take to his funeral home.


Chapter 4: Discoveries

With the bodies on separate tables, Sutphen worked on Edward first. As he struggled to remove the suit jacket, a bullet casing fell out and pinged on the floor. Sutphen put it aside for the police. As he cut the shirt away, he saw an area of discoloration on the right hand. He didn’t know what it was, but he made a note before he finished the disrobing.

Then Sutphen turned to the Jane Doe. As he unwrapped the scarf, he saw that, aside from the three bullet holes to her head, her throat had been sliced open. He determined that this had likely been done after she was already dead. A small wound also marred her upper lip and her arm had been bruised, as if someone had grabbed her. Sutphen prepared her for an autopsy.

That evening, an undertaker from New Brunswick arrived.

“I’m to pick up Reverend Hall,” he said.

The Jane Doe remained behind in Somerville. Whatever assignation the lovers had planned, they were now forever parted.

No official identification of the dead woman was necessary for members of Hall’s family or congregation. It had long been an open secret that Edward was smitten with a 34-year-old married woman named Eleanor R. Mills. They spent a lot of time together, and her life had revolved entirely around the church. Eleanor sang soprano in the choir, and their affair had been obvious for at least four years. In fact, Eleanor had flaunted it. Some people believed they had planned to run off together, and a few knew that they had prepared that night to carry it out. Japan had been their ultimate destination.
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The Reverend Edward Hall

Edward, the rector at St. John’s for 13 years, had been married for 11 of those years to Frances Noel Stevens, a member of one of New Brunswick’s elite families. They were related to the eminent Johnson family, who had founded Johnson & Johnson to sell surgical supplies. Frances Hall and her two brothers had inherited a large fortune and she carried herself as if she were royalty.

Frances had been seven years older than her husband and was not nearly as attractive as the 34-year-old soprano who’d won his heart. Edward had been short and hefty. Despite losing his hair, he still had a handsome face. He also had the aura of a man of God, which had attracted a number of female admirers.

Eleanor had lived with her husband, James, just five blocks from the imposing, two-story Hall mansion, but their circumstances were considerably more modest. James had married Eleanor when she had been just 15 and he was 25, and through the years, they had barely scraped by on his meager salary. He’d jumped from job to job, but for the past two years, he’d been a janitor. They had two children, 16-year-old Charlotte and 12-old Danny. Given how financially limited their circumstances were, it was little wonder that as Eleanor lost herself in romantic fantasies about heroes and princes, she looked for a man who more ably fit the masculine image she craved.

So Eleanor, slender and pretty, now lay on a cold slab in a funeral home. Her corpse was bereft of personal papers, purse, or distinct markings. The person who finally identified her was a reporter, Frank M. Diener, of the Daily Home News.

Once the victims had been identified and burial preparations were under way, it was time to focus on suspects. The most obvious persons of interest were the respective spouses, Frances Hall and James Mills. Given the likely humiliation they had suffered from the whispered rumors, they both had motive. But did they have the means and opportunity?


Chapter 5: The Cheated Wife

Prior to her marriage to Hall, Frances had lived with her mother and brother Willie at their red brick home at 23 Nichols Avenue in New Brunswick. They had two household servants, including a chauffeur. Frances then married, but after her mother died, she and Edward had moved in to manage the place. Fifty-year-old Willie, who needed supervision and care, remained in the house with them.
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Hall Stevens mansion

Detectives who went to question Frances were surprised to learn that she claimed to know nothing of the affair between her husband and Eleanor.

“I trusted my husband,” she told them. As unlikely as this seemed, there was no proving otherwise unless she changed her story.

Frances had learned that missing from her husband’s effects when he was found off De Russey’s Lane was the money he usually carried—about $50—and an antique gold watch that was quite valuable. She suggested that robbery was a motive.

Despite the open affair, no investigator could turn up a report of bad blood between Frances and Eleanor. In fact, just eight months earlier, Frances had visited Eleanor frequently during her convalescence from surgery. She’d even driven Eleanor home from the hospital. She either did not realize what was going on under her nose, or she was truly a devious schemer with a long-range plan that involved a cordial pretense.
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Mrs. Frances Stevens Hall

Frances told the police that she and Willie had been home all night, but she later prepared a statement for the press in which she explained what she had done over the days leading up to the murders. It turned out that there had been an excursion. On Wednesday, Frances stated, she had attended a church picnic honoring the contributions of two women, one of whom was Eleanor.

On Thursday afternoon, September 14, Frances was making preserves in her kitchen when Eleanor Mills had called to leave a message for Edward. Around 6:30 that evening, Frances delivered the message to her husband. She knew that Eleanor had called again half an hour later, and around 7:40 PM, Edward said he was going out to check on a problem with Eleanor’s medical bill.

Frances maintained that his errand had not disturbed her; he’d often looked after his parishioners, no matter what the hour. While he was away, she had played solitaire for the next two hours. Willie came out of his room to say good night and then she went to bed.

At 2:30 AM, she realized that her husband had not yet come home, so she dressed and woke Willie. They checked Edward’s study: he was not there. Together they walked two blocks to St. John’s to look for him. No one was present, so they walked another three blocks to the Mills’ second-floor apartment on the seedier Carman Street. This, too, was dark, so they decided to go home. Frances said she had fretted the rest of the night.

In the morning, she had called the police and learned that no casualties had been reported. She had not left her name, but continued to search for her missing husband until she finally learned on Saturday that he’d been murdered.

By this time, investigators had read the letters that were scattered between the bodies. They realized from the overblown language that Edward and Eleanor had been secretly meeting, and had been exchanging declarations of love for quite some time. On her last day alive, Eleanor had written about her concern that she loved Edward “too much.” She had added, “Oh my darling babykins, what a muddle we are in!”

It remained unclear whether Edward had brought the letters with him to the place of assignation or whether someone else (Frances? James?) had found them and brought them to set near the bodies. The latter would indicate a revenge killing by someone who wished to punish these two. Detectives learned that Frances had sent one of her maids down to the eldercare home near De Russey’s Lane on Thursday, the day of the murders, as if possibly checking on one of Edward’s supposed visits of compassion.

Potential clues were popping up, but Frances was not the only suspect.


Chapter 6: The Cuckolded Husband

James Mills, 44, was the acting sexton at St. John’s and a full-time janitor at the Lord Stirling Elementary School. He was aware that Edward had come frequently to see Eleanor. He told police that he’d been flattered by the reverend’s attention. He hadn’t realized, he said, that Edward and Eleanor had spent part of each day together because they were in love.

Like Frances, James claimed ignorance of the affair, stating that Rev. Hall was “too good a friend of mine” for such a thing. The reverend had once even paid for some major surgery for Eleanor when James could not.

James cooperated with the initial interrogation and suggested robbery as the motive.

When asked by the Somerset district attorney to recount his movements during the day before the murders, James told the police that at 5:45 PM on that Thursday, he was sweeping up at St. John’s. In fact, he’d been late for dinner, arriving home at 6:15. Eleanor had been there.

After dinner, James went out to the porch while his wife left the house. She said she was going to call Rev. Hall. (The Mills had no phone, so she had to go out.) She returned a few minutes later, but then prepared to leave again. He asked where she was going, and she called to him in a saucy tone to “follow me and find out.” It seemed like a challenge, but he kept working on the porch until 9:45.
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Eleanor Reinhart Mills

For another half-hour, James said, he read the newspaper. He began to wonder where Eleanor was, so he went over to the church. Because he stopped to buy a soda, he arrived around 11 PM. When he failed to find her, he went home. She wasn’t there, either, so he went to bed.

However, he was unable to sleep, so around 2 AM, James got up again and went back to the church. No one was there. He pondered what his wife might have meant when she flung her parting words at him. He thought that perhaps he should have followed her.

The next morning, James had gone to work. He had not reported Eleanor missing, he said, because she’d often left home for a day or two without telling him where she was. At 8:30 AM, he went to the church.

There he ran into Frances Hall, who mentioned that her husband had not come home the night before. He asked her whether she thought that they had eloped—a strange statement from a man who had denied knowledge of an affair. James told the prosecutor that Frances had replied, “God knows. I think they are dead and can’t come home.”

Frances contacted James several more times that day—Friday—and he told her that Eleanor had not yet returned. She repeated again that they must be dead.

James mentioned that he’d noticed a page from the newspaper on the reverend’s desk, and that same page had been missing from his own paper. He wondered if his wife had left it there. It featured an article on a prominent minister’s liberal views on divorce.

When James had learned on Saturday that his wife’s body had been found with the reverend’s, he’d gone directly to the Hall residence. There he had collapsed and had to be revived.

Investigators also questioned the Mills’ daughter, Charlotte. Although she didn’t know much, she confirmed that her mother had clipped the article from the newspaper and had said she was taking it to Rev. Hall.
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James and Charlotte Mills

It seemed difficult to believe that James had failed to add up the clues. He wasn’t too bright, they could see, but the specific facts that he chose to mention suggested that he was lying about having no suspicions about his wife and the reverend. It was almost as if James had collaborated with Frances on a deflective strategy.


Chapter 7: Persons of Interest

Pearl Bahmer, the girl who’d noticed the bodies and called the police, became a suspect when detectives learned that she had been acquainted with Rev. Hall but had not recognized the dead man. She’d also reported a gold watch near his body, but had withdrawn her statement when she learned there was no watch.

Two other potential suspects were Frances’ two brothers, Willie and Henry.

Willie Stevens, an excitable man, lived with Frances and might have felt protective if he knew about the affair.
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Willie Stevens

Willie suffered from a mental disorder that prevented him from managing on his own, and at times he was impulsive, explosive, and somewhat reckless. Willie wore thick glasses and had a heavy walrus mustache and bulging eyes, which helped to portray him to the press as quite a character. He spent his free time at the fire station, playing cards and running errands. He wanted to be a firefighter, so they humored him.

Willie said that he’d been in his room on Thursday evening. He’d gone to bed between 8:30 and 9, but his sister had awakened him in the night. She had been worried and wanted him to go with her to the church. Like her, he said they had also walked past the Mills’ residence. Once they were home again, he’d returned to bed.

Willie admitted to police that he owned a .32-caliber revolver, which he had not shot in over 10 years. Edward Hall had owned such a pistol as well. Willie’s, it turned out, had been disabled and could not have fired the deadly shots. It was not the murder weapon, but Willie did know how to shoot. So did Henry Stevens.

Two years older than Willie, Henry rarely visited his former family home from where he lived an hour away on the Jersey shore. He was an excellent marksman, but he had an alibi. He claimed that he’d been out fishing during the estimated time of the murders. However, his relationship with Frances and his skill with a gun kept him on the suspect list.


Chapter 8: Different Stories

The next step in the investigation was to locate people who’d seen either victim before they died. The Halls’ maid remembered the call from Eleanor that evening and had seen the reverend leave the house. She’d also seen Frances playing solitaire.
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Eleanor Mills

Nothing was unusual about any of this, but in the morning, Willie had told her that “something terrible happened last night, and Mrs. Hall and I have been up most of the night.” He would not elaborate, but this odd incident had occurred before they’d learned about the murders. Willie might have been echoing Frances’ concern about her missing husband rather than referring to a specific incident, but investigators thought the maid’s report cast further suspicion on Frances and Willie as co-perpetrators.

Willie’s odd statements acquired more significance when several men at the fire station mentioned his agitated manner. On Friday, before the bodies were found, he had told them, “Something big is going to pop. You’ll hear about it later.”

The detectives wanted to know what Willie had meant, but the Stevens family attorney dismissed his comments as those of a simpleton. No one took Willie seriously, he said.

John Meany, who drove the trolley from St. John’s to a stop near De Russey’s Lane, said that he had seen Eleanor board it on Thursday night. He knew her because she frequently took the trolley to that area of town. (There was speculation that the lovers had used compassionate visits to the eldercare home near De Russey’s Lane as a cover story for their secret outings.)

Meany recalled that Eleanor had been the last passenger to get off that night and he’d seen her walk toward De Russey’s Lane.

Another witness said she saw Eleanor, who had seemed quite cheerful, carrying a small parcel that evening. (As no parcel was found near the body, detectives speculated that perhaps it had been her love letters.) This same woman soon saw Edward walking fast in the same direction. However, she had noticed no one following either of them.

A night watchman for the New Jersey State College for Women, which was located near the Hall mansion, reported seeing the lights on in the Hall house all night. He’d also spotted a lone female figure enter the house at 2:30 AM, which confirmed what Frances had stated (except that the watchman had not seen Willie). A student had seen lights in the church around 1:15 AM.

Millie Opie, who lived near the Mills family, said that she’d seen Eleanor and Edward meeting at the Mills apartment nearly every afternoon. This report confirmed their affair.

Charlotte Mills, a senior in high school, admitted that her parents did not get along. Over the past two years, Eleanor had been sleeping in Charlotte’s room. Charlotte supposedly revealed to a reporter that she thought her mother had had an affair several years earlier with another man, Ralph Gorsline, who was also a member of the choir.

[image: ]

Ralph Gorsline

Although this comment raised another angle, no one thought to interrogate him. Gorsline gave a statement about his knowledge of Edward’s character, but had said he could offer nothing else.

On Sunday, September 17, Somerset County District Attorney Azariah Beekman said he had a solid lead. He surmised from reports of shots and screams on De Russey’s Lane that another couple having their own rendezvous had killed the two victims.

“The couple was likely killed elsewhere,” Beekman surmised, “before being dumped where they were found.”

However, this seems to have been no more than a ploy to change the jurisdiction of this political hot potato from Somerset County to the adjacent Middlesex County. Still, this added one more item to the growing “to-do” list: the murder location had to be proven.


Chapter 9: First Conjecture

Just before Eleanor’s body was removed from Sutphen’s Funeral Home in Somerville, Dr. Long cut into her abdomen. Apparently he was looking for evidence of pregnancy. He closed her up without a word and helped to transfer the deceased woman to New Brunswick.

The press was having a field day with the contents of the love letters from the scene. Eleanor had dubbed her lover “Babykins,” and he’d apparently accepted it. “Dearest, love me hard, hard, harder than ever,” he’d written in one of his own letters, “for your babykins is longing for his mother.” Each spoke lavishly of an urgent need for the other, as “liquid fire into your very soul.”

Several letters were printed verbatim, which helped to swell the reach of the local papers. Everyone wanted to see what this supposed man of God had written to his married mistress. The murders acquired a romantic patina akin to Romeo and Juliet.

Neither James Mills nor Frances Hall formally identified their deceased spouses. No autopsy was ordered and funerals were conducted for both victims. The bodies had decomposed too much for full embalming, so the undertakers recommended quick disposal. As Edward was displayed in his ecclesiastical vestments, more than 200 people showed up for the service.

Some members of the minister’s congregation still believed in his integrity, a fair amount of gawkers attended the service, too. When it concluded, Edward’s body went into the Stevens family vault in Green-Wood Cemetery in Brooklyn.

To the surprise of many church members, Frances Hall sent a wreath for Eleanor’s funeral, which took place the next day before a much smaller gathering. She was buried in Van Liew Cemetery on Georges Road in New Brunswick.
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Jim Mills at wife’s grave

On Monday, the investigation was transferred to Joseph E. Stricker’s office in New Brunswick, because some officials believed that the couple had been killed over the county line. Although this matter was still undecided, Stricker accepted the challenge. It was the start of what would become a political tug o’ war.

To cover all bases, grand juries were convened in both counties. Despite the appearance of an orderly approach, chaos was rampant.

Even worse, people still flocked to the crime scene to take souvenirs, making it difficult for police to search the area carefully for the murder weapon or other items. People not only stripped the crabapple tree, but had also dismantled the abandoned Phillips farmhouse. As a crime scene, it was pretty much worthless.

However, the investigation now aimed at exposing secrets and lies.


Chapter 10: The Bodies, Again

Nearly two weeks went by without a break. Stricker struck out at every turn. Beekman publicly criticized him and stepped back in without anyone asking him to. Beekman decided that autopsies should have been performed on the deceased, so he wanted them exhumed for another look. In a fumbling effort to get information without having to commit to anything, the Middlesex County Board of Freeholders offered a $1000 reward, to be paid only if the information proved that it was a Middlesex County crime.

Distrustful of the police, Frances hired a former New York County assistant district attorney, Timothy N. Pfeiffer, to protect her rights and to look further into her husband’s death. He hired a private investigator, which added yet one more nose sniffing around.

Officials scheduled the exhumations, and disinterred Eleanor’s body first. A doctor from each of the two counties went jointly to work.

They could see that Eleanor had decomposed quickly. The physicians examined her three bullet wounds and examined the cut across her throat. It was deep, slicing down to the spinal cord. They realized that the killer had been carrying a very sharp knife.
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Autopsy table
Photo by Jimmie Johnson

They found that the windpipe had been severed, along with the esophagus, as if to silence the soprano. Eleanor had also sustained scratches on her arms, below the elbows, and had a wound on her upper lip. Although this autopsy revealed a few more items, it was still not exhaustive, and Eleanor was reinterred with a shocking secret still preserved.

In the meantime, Charlotte Mills gave out stories that her mother had believed that Frances had once tried to poison her. To protect herself, Charlotte retained an attorney.

Detectives learned that Frances had sent clothes to be cleaned shortly after the murders, so they visited the cleaner. They discovered that she had asked for a coat to be dyed black. Was this to cover up stains, they wondered? Like bloodstains? The cleaner did not recall any stains. They confiscated the coat as evidence.

Politics delayed Edward’s autopsy, but finally it was performed. Investigators had decided that he had been killed first with a single bullet. Abrasions were found on his hands, particularly on the back of the right index finger and left little finger. There was a small bruise on the tip of the left ear and a perforating wound on his right calf, five inches below the kneecap. However, no information from this examination moved the case forward.

The investigators pondered ways to get closer to their suspects, but everyone seemed to be hiding behind an attorney. They thought it might be easy to get Willie to talk, because he was so excitable, but first they had to get through the front door of that imposing mansion.


Chapter 11: First Arrest

Frances was entertaining several friends when police cars pulled up, so she didn’t notice they were there. Willie answered the door and was ordered to get into the car. He was not allowed to tell his sister anything. The police delivered him to the Somerset County Court House for interrogation.

Sometime later, Frances noticed that Willie was missing. No one knew where he was. Distraught, she called police to report his disappearance. Police began to search, but then Willie came home and said he had been detained. Frances’ attorney, Timothy N. Pfeiffer, was enraged. He was adamant that such an unprofessional incident must never happen again.

On October 8, a Sunday, one of the many avenues for investigation suddenly became fruitful. Detective Frank Kirby brought in four people for questioning: Pearl Bahmer, Raymond Schneider, and two of Raymond’s friends, Clifford Hayes and Leon Kaufman. There was more to this couple, detectives believed, than their apparently innocent discovery of the crime scene.

A story formed from their separate accounts about Schneider meeting Kaufman and Hayes around 10:30 PM on the night of the murders, not far from De Russey’s Lane. Hayes had brought a gun. Pearl was also there, with a man he didn’t know, and they had disappeared together. Around 11 PM, Kaufman left Hayes and Schneider and went home.

From these bare facts, detectives reconstructed a scenario. They charged Clifford Hayes with the murders.

The press statement indicated that the Hall-Mills homicide had been the result of mistaken identity. Hayes had thought that Charlotte was Pearl and that Edward was her “other man.” Hayes thought she’d been cheating on his buddy, Schneider, so he’d killed them as punishment. Case closed. It had been an unfortunate instance of two innocent people at the wrong place and the wrong time.
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Officers pose to demonstrate where bodies lay

However, few who read the papers bought this explanation. It failed to account for why Eleanor’s throat was cut, the lovers’ letters were torn and scattered, and the corpses were posed. It also seemed odd that, if Hayes had been close enough to pose them, he had not realized that he had shot and cut the throat of a stranger, not Pearl.

Hayes was mystified about the accusation.

“Why would I stick around New Brunswick,” he asked, “if I was the killer?” In addition, his brother gave him an alibi.

Soon someone leaked the story that police had relentlessly interrogated Schneider for over 30 hours before he implicated Hayes. He’d just wanted the interrogation to stop, so he made up a story that had won him some relief.

Beekman ignored these problems. To his mind, the mystery was solved.

But Stricker expressed doubts. He still suspected the victims’ families, certain they knew more than they were saying. Their behaviors suggested secrecy.

Then Pearl Bahmer’s father—Pearl’s “other man”—claimed that Schneider was the killer. Schneider denied the accusation, but admitted lying about Hayes, so Hayes was released. The case was fast going cold.


Chapter 12: Scandal for Sale

On October 16, two bloodstained handkerchiefs picked up at the Phillips farm were turned in to the police. One had no identifying marks, but the other was a smaller handkerchief, initialed in one corner with the letter “S.” Might it stand for “Stevens”?

Around this time, Charlotte Mills said she had found a package of love letters from Edward to her mother, along with his “love diary” from the previous August. They had been hanging in a sewing bag from a doorknob in the living room of Mills’ apartment. Edward apparently had mailed his love letters directly to the Mills home.

Instead of turning these over to the police, James sold the lot for $500 to the New York American. Charlotte explained that since the prosecutor was not cooperating with them, they owed him no cooperation in return. She hinted that she had information about how her mother’s letters ended up at the crime scene. Inexplicably, investigators just dismissed her.
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Rev. Hall and Eleanor Mills

Beekman and Stricker decided to interrogate members of both families, tardy though the questioning was. Appointments were set up for Frances, her brothers, and Charlotte. Henry Stevens drove in from the coast. He identified the handkerchief with the “S” on it as his, but insisted he had been nowhere near New Brunswick during the murders.

Frances was told to don the gray coat she had worn the early morning of Friday, September 15, the day after the murders, and to stand for the scrutiny of a woman who was present. No one explained who she was, and, after looking at Frances, she left the room without saying a word. The unidentified woman, Jane Gibson, would become an important witness at a later date.

Beekman told the press in his typically coy manner that they had obtained “new information,” but made no arrests.

Back to the crime scene: A chemist released an analysis of soil removed from beneath the bodies. These results established, from the measured volume of blood in the soil, that Mrs. Mills had been shot before her throat was cut. Also, the couple had been murdered precisely where they were found.

The investigation now belonged, undeniably, to Somerset County.

Beekman took over, although Stricker was not giving up easily. He continued to observe and to criticize.

Finally, Justice Parker of the New Jersey Supreme Court claimed jurisdiction. He deputized William A. Mott as Deputy Attorney General in charge. Mott’s top investigator was James F. Mason, and they set up headquarters in Somerville, New Jersey. Mason vowed to turn over every stone to resolve the case.

A chauffeur, Frank Csister, came forward to say that neither Beekman nor Stricker had questioned him about what he’d reported seeing on Thursday night, September 14: Two cars parked on Easton Avenue not far from De Russey’s Lane. Neither had license plates and both were unlit except for taillights. Three black men had emerged from one car. This report revived rumors, quashed earlier, of Ku Klux Klan involvement. It was clear that police were now grasping at straws.

Then the identity of the woman who’d been at the courthouse to identify Frances was revealed. She was Jane Gibson, a 50-year-old hog farmer who claimed to have “seen” things.

If anyone had believed this case would be “a cinch,” that person would soon find out just how muddled it truly was.


Chapter 13: The Pig Woman

Jane Gibson, ostensibly a widow, lived with her mentally handicapped son, William, in a converted barn near De Russey’s Lane. She told police that her dogs had started barking around 9 PM the Thursday night of the murders and she’d looked out and seen the figure of a man in her cornfield.

Concerned that he was a thief, she had mounted Jenny, her mule, and ridden after him toward Easton Avenue. When she failed to catch him, she’d cut back across a field. At this time, Jane said, she had spotted four figures near a small tree. Then she’d heard a sharp report and seen one of them fall to the ground.

“Don’t! Don’t! Don’t!” a woman had screamed.

Gibson had turned her mule away, but then heard a volley of shots. She’d looked back and seen another person slump to the ground. Then she heard another woman shout, “Henry!”

Jane said she’d tried telling this story to police after young Hayes was falsely arrested, but they’d ignored her.
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Jane Gibson

Although reporters eagerly took down Gibson’s tale, it conflicted with facts from Edward’s autopsy report. The bullet trajectory indicated that he had been on the ground, not standing, when someone had shot him.

Beekman said this information was too vague, but Stricker thought it was solid, and Special Prosecutor Mott backed him up. He called Gibson’s account his most valuable evidence, particularly because Gibson said she’d been close enough that she could identify the killers if she saw them again. Her account coincided with meteorological records about when the moon would have been bright enough for someone to have seen the perpetrators. The records lent her account credibility.

More than one hundred reporters were now milling around the New Brunswick area, looking for stories. Some located Gibson and urged her to tell her tale again and again. She was happy to oblige. Each time, she added more details.

She had noticed an open touring car parked on Easton Avenue, she said, like the one the chauffeur had described. (By now, everyone knew that the Halls owned a touring car and a sedan.) When she’d turned around and cut across a field to get to De Russey’s Lane, she’d seen two men and two women arguing.

A car entering the lane behind her had illuminated them and Gibson saw that one of the women was wearing a long gray coat. A man with a dark mustache and bushy hair was walking with her toward the empty farmhouse.

“How do you explain these notes?” this woman had asked.

Then Gibson added another juicy item: After Edward was shot, she had seen Eleanor flee, but the men had caught and dragged her back, screaming and struggling, before they shot her three times.

But that wasn’t all. Gibson had lost a moccasin as she was riding along, so around 1 AM, she had returned to look for it. As she neared the crabapple tree where she’d seen the slaughter, she heard a woman crying. It was a “big lady” with “white hair” kneeling next to a man on the ground. Reporters believed she was referring to Frances.


Chapter 14: Truth or Lies?

Upon learning Gibson’s account, Henry Stevens gave a statement to the press that he had plenty of eyewitnesses that would affirm that he’d been at the shore that night. Whatever “Henry” had been on De Russey’s Lane on September 14, it had not been him!

Despite Gibson’s insistence that she had told the truth, she turned out to be less credible than she’d seemed. Few people who knew her believed a word she said. She could easily have read the facts in the newspapers, they stated, and then created her version of the story, such as it was. That’s what she was like.

Some acquaintances and neighbors contradicted her outright.

Mrs. A. C. Fraley was among Gibson’s detractors. She ran a boarding house across from the Phillips farm on De Russey’s Lane. When she heard what the Pig Woman had said, she stated that if this account were true, she’d have heard something that night. But she hadn’t. Neither had any of her boarders.

In fact, she’d seen Gibson right after the murders had occurred, but the excitable woman had said nothing. It seemed highly unlikely that she’d keep such shocking information to herself.

Gibson vehemently defended her story. “I’m willing to confront Mrs. Hall face to face,” she declared. In fact, she added, she was sympathetic to a woman who wanted to kill another woman for grabbing her husband. She had nothing against Frances, but she had seen her at the murder scene.

However, reporters soon dug up some information that eroded the Pig Woman’s credibility. She’d said that her deceased husband had been a minister, when in fact he was not dead and he was not a minister. William Easton worked as a toolmaker. But when asked about Jane, he would say only that she had a “brilliant mind.”

It turned out that Gibson had married several different men over the years, although she denied it.

To make matters worse, Gibson claimed that she had told reporters one story, the authorities another, and she would offer a third one on the witness stand. No one knew quite what to believe from this supposed eyewitness, but everyone wanted to know what she might yet add.

By this time, a local carpenter had become an industrious entrepreneur by converting the empty Phillips farmhouse into a murder museum. People waited in line to pay the 25-cent admission. There wasn’t much to see inside, but some of the furnishings went to a New York City museum for a tidy sum.

Two women looking around the stripped crabapple tree for leftover souvenirs discovered two unexploded cartridges, about 100 feet away. Mason ordered state troopers to close off the area and perform a more thorough search.
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In November, Gibson identified “Henry,” but it was not Henry Stevens whom she named. Instead, it was Henry Carpender, a cousin of the Stevens’ who lived two doors from the Hall mansion. His brother had officially identified Edward’s body. Carpender offered an alibi: An early dinner with his wife at the home of some friends, leaving around 10:30 to go home.

Someone else came forward as well: George Kuhn, who owned a cigar store, reported that Willie Stevens had come in on Sept 19, five days after the murders—long before Gibson had identified Henry Carpender—and asked him to deny rumors that any member of the Hall-Stevens-Carpender family was involved with the murders. This piece of information restored Gibson’s credibility.

There was more. The pastor of Hungarian Reformed Church said that Edward had told him two things: He intended to run off with Eleanor, and also that a relative of Frances had threatened to kill him.

Another odd piece of information that came out was that several hymnals at St. John’s had been desecrated. A page had been removed. The page contained a hymn that Edward and Eleanor had both favored: “Peace, Perfect Peace.” This clue pointed at other suspects—possible rivals of either victim—but no one followed through.

On November 20, another grand jury convened. After five days and 67 witnesses, the matter was laid over. Although the authorities assured the public that they would continue to investigate, the case of the minister and the choir singer quickly went cold.

It would be nearly four years before new information surfaced that once again fueled the fire.


Chapter 15: Further Intrigue

Louise Geist had worked as a maid for the Halls during the time of the murders. She had then married Arthur Riehl, but in July 1926, Riehl filed for an annulment. Having split from her, he felt free—even compelled—to reveal what he knew. He claimed that Louise had told Frances Hall on September 14, 1922, that her husband was planning to run off with Eleanor Mills. Louise had accompanied Frances and Willie that night, driven by their chauffeur, and had received $5,000 to keep quiet about what she knew.

When Louise heard what her estranged husband had said, she denied it all.

“He’s lying!” she insisted.

Of course, she had reason to protect herself. If she had covered for murder, she was an accomplice.

The newspapers raced to outdo one another in tabloid sensationalism. Several reporters wrote about this new tidbit, but it wasn’t the only item of interest.

Trooper Henry Dickman, who had been independently investigating the murders, had mysteriously disappeared in June 1923. Some said he had been killed or paid to leave the state. But he turned up in Alcatraz, imprisoned for desertion.

Middlesex County prosecutor John Toolan had now replaced Stricker, and he stated that he had no intention of re-opening the case. He lobbed the ball over to Somerset County, where it belonged. Francis Bergen had succeeded Beekman, now deceased. He decided to look at the case for himself.
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Soon thereafter, Bergen issued a warrant for Frances Hall’s arrest. She posted bail and hired Robert McCarter to represent her. He invited Clarence E. Case to be assistant chief defense counsel. Together, they were the equivalent of today’s dream team.

The state replaced Bergen with the more experienced Alexander Simpson, a savvy lawyer, from Hudson County. At just 5 feet tall, he was an amusing figure, but he knew how to make his slight stature work for him.

Simpson soon discovered that a considerable amount of evidence had been lost or destroyed, including the autopsy reports and Willie Stevens’ gun, which had been returned to him. Reverend Hall’s eyeglasses had been wiped clean and witnesses had been badgered to change their stories. Simpson still had a staunch eyewitness. He interviewed Jane Gibson and announced his intention to proceed with a trial. She would be his star.

Shortly thereafter, James Mills admitted that he had indeed known about the affair his wife was having and that he’d threatened divorce, but had not had the time or money for it.

Suddenly, the stage was set. All of the usual suspects were still in play. Some new ones were about to be added.


Chapter 16: Another Grand Jury

Arrest warrants were issued for Willie Stevens and Henry Carpender. The hearing took four days. After 50 witnesses testified, bail was denied for both men. Simpson believed that Frances had gotten caught up in a murder, but that she herself had not killed anyone, so he would treat her with a lighter hand. Not everyone shared Simpson’s opinion.

Officials launched another investigation to try to break Henry Stevens’ alibi. Detectives dug up a brief interview with a man who’d been only peripherally associated with the case in 1922. St. John’s vestryman Ralph Gorsline was rumored to have once had an affair with Eleanor, but neither Beekman nor Stricker had given this much thought.

Described as tall and thin, with tight skin that emphasized his gauntness, Gorsline was an industrial engineer by trade. He also had owned a dark green Apperson touring car, which he used to impress women.

Mott had formed his own opinion about Gorsline’s involvement. He’d surmised that Gorsline had found the reverend’s stash of letters from Eleanor, had gotten angry or jealous, and had shown them to Frances Hall and Henry Carpender. He’d then driven Frances and Henry himself to De Russey’s Lane, urging them to confront the lovers. When the murders occurred, he’d helped to cover them up. Thus, he’d been an instigator and an accomplice. Yet there had been no proof of Mott’s notion and Gorsline had denied being in the area.

Now the case was in new hands. Simpson wanted to hear from Gorsline for himself. His instincts were right. He learned that a young stenographer and choir member named Catherine Rastall had been with Ralph Gorsline on the night of the murders. Prior investigators had learned this from witnesses but had done little to follow up.

Simpson thought there was more to the story, so he’d applied some pressure to Catherine Rastall. The story she had stuck to for the past four years quickly crumbled. She admitted being near the scene of the crime and had heard four shots.

When told, Gorsline also changed his story. He, too, admitted he’d been on De Russey’s Lane on the night of the murders.
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Ralph Gorsline

He’d turned into the lane around 10:20 PM, he said, and had begun to back out when he heard a shot, a woman’s scream, and then three more shots. The scream had died to a moan and then stopped altogether. A minute or two after that, he’d heard voices mumbling something. He’d waited at least three minutes before he left, but could not give a reason for this.

Why had he not said so before? He’d wanted to protect Rastall’s identity. Since she had talked, he was free to tell what he had witnessed. Yet Gorsline still seemed to be hiding something.

Simpson also discovered a report from another member of the choir that Gorsline had threatened to expose Eleanor to get her to give up the reverend, and that he’d been spying on her, in the company of a woman who wanted the reverend for herself. They’d been seen on more than one occasion watching the couple from a distance.

The defense attorneys could have used this to pose Gorsline himself as a viable suspect. Today we might call this type of person a stalker—someone so obsessed that he’d kill his rival and the object he desired. In fact, directly after being questioned by Mott in 1922, Gorsline’s expensive touring car caught fire. One might wonder if he was destroying evidence.

However, Gorsline faded back into the woodwork. He was just another witness, rather than a co-conspirator.

Grand jury testimony included a report from a man who had seen scratches on Frances Hall’s face on the day of her husband’s funeral, and a woman who placed Henry Stevens in New Brunswick on the day after the murders. The jurors returned a true bill to indict Frances, both of her brothers, and their cousin Henry Carpender for the murders of Reverend Hall and Mrs. Mills. Officers arrested Stevens and the four defendants were arraigned. Each pleaded not guilty, but only Mrs. Hall was allowed to remain free after posting a substantial bail.

Simpson asked that Carpender be tried separately from the other three. The first trial was scheduled for November 3, 1926, over four years after Edward and Eleanor had been murdered. As people waited, they speculated over whether the true killers had been caught or were still roaming free.

Because the original autopsy reports were missing, once again, both bodies were exhumed for another examination. Afterward, officials issued a statement.

Edward had been shot while either sitting or kneeling. The bullet had entered his head from an upward angle and exited through the back of his neck. But an item about Eleanor caught everyone’s attention.

No one had noticed before, but Eleanor’s tongue and larynx had been cut out.


Chapter 17: Suspects

In addition to Simpson’s theory of the crime, other theories emerged:

1)   Frances Hall was the lone perpetrator, bent on revenge. The night watchman saw only Frances go into the house at 2:30 AM that Friday morning. Two witnesses saw a car like hers out near the crime scene.

2)   James Mills did it, because he knew his wife was unfaithful and she had challenged him that night to follow her. She had mocked his manhood, making him angry.

3)   Frances and her brother Willie did it together, and Willie was the killer. He knew how to handle a gun and had taken Edward’s .32-caliber pistol. He had not meant to actually shoot anyone. It had been an accident, based on his impulsive nature. Frances had disposed of the gun. Willie had posed the bodies and cut Eleanor’s throat, because when enraged, he could act quite impulsively. Willie had sent his clothes to be dry-cleaned the day after the murders, and they’d been handed over to the police because they bore suspicious spots, but the outfit was subsequently lost. Willie had been agitated the next morning and made several remarks to the effect that he’d been up all night, there was trouble, and people would soon hear about it. His buddies at the fire station suspected that he knew about the murders before the bodies were discovered.

4)   Frances had hired a hit man.

5)   Henry Stevens and/or Henry Carpender had shot the lovers in vengeance for their sister’s honor. She had been with them.

6)   Ralph Gorsline was angry at Eleanor for taking up with the reverend, and also jealous. He and a woman who wanted the minister for herself often spied on the two, so they could have been inflaming each other’s anger.

7)   A jealous rival of Eleanor who’d sought Edward’s attention did it. There were other women in the choir and church who hated Eleanor. A few days after the murders, someone tore a page out of several hymnals. The page contained her and Edward’s favorite hymn. The favorite suspect was Minnie Clark, a plump schoolteacher.

Whoever had killed them, Eleanor was clearly the target of this person’s rage. Edward’s eyes had been closed and a hat placed over his face, indicating comfort and possible remorse. Eleanor, on the other hand, had been shot three times, had her throat sliced, and her tongue and voice box cut out. Her eyes had been left wide open.


Chapter 18: First Witnesses

Before the trial, Jane Gibson was taken to a safe place out of town. She was a star witness, although her health was failing. She claimed she was ready to testify.

Reporters from major newspapers flocked to Somerville, New Jersey, and Western Union hired additional telegraphers. Some journalists arrived from other countries. It seemed that the mystery surrounding the murders of the minister and his mistress would finally be resolved. Despite their misdeeds, people wanted this crime against them to be punished. More importantly, some had money riding on a pet theory about the perpetrator’s identity.

Frances Hall and her brothers were to be tried together, focusing first on the murder and mutilation of Eleanor Mills. Supreme Court Justice Charles Parker presided with Somerset County common pleas judge, Frank Cleary. The jury, all members of which were male and married, was selected surprisingly fast, in just over an hour. (This was before pre-trial publicity issues were seriously considered.) The three suspects sat together with their defense team.
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Frances Hall with brothers Willie(L) and Henry(R)

Simpson offered his theory: Frances had hoped to catch the couple in the act. When she overheard a phone conversation, she figured that September 14 was the night. She told her brothers and they all set out for De Russey’s Lane for a confrontation. They thought they were acting under the cover of darkness and isolation, but an eyewitness, Jane Gibson, saw what they did. She would give her story.

The incriminating evidence was mostly circumstantial, although Willie’s fingerprint on the calling card found at Edward’s feet seemed like a clincher. There was also Frances’ anonymous call to the police to inquire about “casualties,” dyeing a coat black after the murders, and the fact that her private investigator was alleged to have bribed Dickman to stop his investigation.

Everyone awaited the Pig Woman’s eyewitness testimony. They were eager to see this woman confront Frances. That would be a scene worth waiting for.

The first witness, an accountant, was weak, but Charlotte Mills, now 20, was next. She identified the letters her mother had written to Edward, and noted that the last time she had seen her mother was when she’d gone to make a phone call to Edward on the night she disappeared. She also identified letters and a diary from Edward to her mother. The court learned that Eleanor was in the habit of leaving her love letters in a large book in Edward’s study at the church. Charlotte knew its exact location.
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Charlotte Mills

Anna Hoag, the next witness, lived near De Russey’s Lane. She had heard four distinct pistol shots on the night of the homicides. She also said that when she moved into the Phillips farmhouse in 1923, Henry Stevens had walked into the area. He’d inquired about a tragedy that had taken place near there, frightening her, and she had watched him walk away in an agitated state. As he passed near the location of the bodies, he’d nearly collapsed.

When Ralph Gorsline responded to questions, he appeared to be hiding something. Everyone knew that directly after the incident, he had led others in defending Edward as a “fine man” and had acted as if nothing was amiss. All along, he’d believed differently. The journalist Damon Runyon thought the prosecutor was certain that Gorsline knew quite a lot about the murders. Simpson badgered him relentlessly to get him to talk.

Gorsline repeated what he said he’d heard, although he changed the order, saying he had first heard mumbling and then shots. He seemed to know exactly how Eleanor’s throat had been cut, but to Simpson’s frustration, this testimony from a grand jury hearing was not allowed.

The defense team tried to get Gorsline to admit to telling a New York City detective in October 1922 that Henry Stevens recognized him that night on De Russey’s Lane and had fired two shots into the ground to warn him away. He was later threatened into swearing that he’d never tell.

Gorsline shook his head. He denied that he had ever confessed such a thing. Confronted with the man he supposedly told, he still denied it.

Then came the scientific testimony. Fingerprint evidence had been the subject of admissibility debates in 1911. It was now an accepted methodology, although still new to many juries. Three fingerprint experts testified that the left index fingerprint of Willie Stevens was on the calling card found at the scene.
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Calling card with fingerprint

Among the experts was Joseph A. Faurot, a former New York City deputy police commissioner. He’d gained renown for the capture of Caesar Cella, a burglary suspect who’d left his fingerprint on the window of a burglarized garment shop. Faurot had studied fingerprinting at Scotland Yard and had lobbied for its adoption across Manhattan. He had enlarged the fingerprint on the calling card, as well as Willie’s fingerprint, to demonstrate for the jury how this comparison identification worked and show them how closely the two items matched.

However, news of the Pig Woman’s decline interrupted Faurot. Simpson could not have his star witness die before she testified, so he stopped the proceeding.

Gibson’s physician stated that her blood pressure and high temperature would make an appearance in court detrimental to her health. The judge visited her and thought she did not seem to be that bad, so he decided to resume the trial.


Chapter 19: More Than Meets the Eye

James Mills was the next person on the stand. He went through his story once again, carefully and methodically. It was soon clear that the defense team’s strategy was to make it appear that he might be the killer. James was miffed.

McCarter mentioned that after Eleanor went missing, James had made no inquiries among her relatives in town, nor to hospitals or police stations. He shrugged and said that his wife sometimes left for a day or two without saying where she was going. He didn’t bother about it. The day after the murder had seemed like nothing out of the ordinary. He again went over what Frances had said to him about them being dead.

After that, a woman named Anna Bearman testified that she had seen the coat that Frances had sent out to be dyed black and there had not been a spot on it. Thus, she negated the suspicion that it was dyed to cover bloodstains. (Frances would testify that she had not worn this coat that night, but instead had worn a gray coat. She had sent this one to be dyed so she could wear it for mourning.)

Willie, too, had sent a coat to be dyed. Because it had stains down the front, the quick-thinking delivery boy had given it to the police, who quickly misplaced it. Whatever had been on his coat could not be established. The defense said it was a gravy stain. Willie had a habit of spilling his food.

Henry Dickman was next, causing a flurry of anticipation. He described how evasive Henry Stevens had been during an interview in 1923. Then Dickman said that he’d left the state because Beekman, supported by Carpender, had paid him $2500 to get lost. However, Dickman was discredited as a deserter and a drunk.

In the meantime, the Pig Woman was still ailing, so Simpson had her moved to a hospital in Jersey City.

Gibson’s mother was busy undermining her credibility, saying that she was a known liar and that her name was not even Jane.

A young man named Robert Erling proved to be a stubborn witness, testifying that he had seen the Pig Woman on Easton Avenue that night. He had also seen a sedan and a touring car, exactly as she had described. McCarter produced a friend of Erling who claimed he had offered him money to corroborate his story. He also produced a girl who’d actually been with Erling. She denied most of his story.

It was difficult to know who was lying and who was telling the truth.


Chapter 20: Incident Reconstruction

The main piece of physical evidence, the calling card with the fingerprint, came under much fire from the defense. First. McCarter got Faurot to admit that not all of the points on the suspect fingerprint matched Willie’s and that the card could have been contaminated.

In addition, there was reason to wonder if the fingerprint had been planted on the card. In 1922, the fingerprint experts who carefully went over it had been unable to find any prints. No one then had taken Willie’s fingerprint, or anyone else’s for that matter. Had they found a print, they would have fingerprinted every suspect.

The defense had experts, too, who were just as certain that Willie had not made the suspect fingerprint (although they undermined their position by accepting the forgery idea as well). In addition, the card had been exposed to the elements for 36 hours and was passed from hand to hand. Could a readable print really survive all of this for absolute identification? So much for the new science.

Dr. Otto Schultz, who had performed the most recent autopsies, described what he believed had happened that night. He unveiled a manikin head to show the bullet trajectories on both victims. At this point, Frances turned her head.
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Dr. Schultze demonstrating bullet path

Schultz stated that Edward had probably struggled to grab the gun when it went off, and that he’d been on the ground. Schultz also asserted that Eleanor’s tongue, larynx and windpipe had been cut out. To describe the gaping wound on her neck, Schultz gave its dimensions in gruesome detail. There was a cut in her abdomen, too, which pointed back to the undertakers who, without authority, had opened her womb to see if she’d been pregnant when murdered. She had not.

After this, other witnesses were rather tedious. They gave statements about what they had seen that night, or about being bribed, and some were discredited. Many who had seen Frances right after the murders denied seeing the supposed scratch on her face. The courtroom grew restless.

Finally, the big moment arrived. The Pig Woman was coming. In fact, she was carried in on a stretcher, too weak to walk. But she was there.
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Pig Woman in court

As a ploy, the defense attorneys seated her mother in the front row, very close by, to see if this might rattle her. As Gibson was brought in, her mother could not contain herself. She shouted, “She is a liar! Liar, liar, liar!”

Gibson ignored her. She had a story that she’d waited a long time to tell. This was her moment.

Gibson understood that she was the most important witness of the day. She claimed that Frances, Willie, and Henry Stevens were there on De Russey’s Lane that night. (She seemed to have forgotten that in her earlier statements, she had seen only two people with the victims, a man and a woman. She also had identified Henry Carpender, not Henry Stevens.)

“I see something glitter,” Gibson said with a dramatic flair, “and I see a man and I see another man, like they were wrestling together. One was Henry Stevens.”

She had seen someone beating up another individual, and “the wind went out of him” and “he said, ‘Ugh!’” People were yelling about letters, she added. Then there were shots.

Gibson identified Frances as the “big woman” with white hair who was crying, but the jury could plainly see that Frances was not large. In addition, photos of her from 1922 showed dark hair. Not only that, there had been no evidence at the scene of such a struggle. Gibson went on with her story, which included an account of how Frances’ private detective had warned her to keep her mouth shut.

However, despite the build-up to what Jane Gibson might reveal, her testimony proved anti-climactic. Despite her promise about new details, she had nothing more to say. The Pig Woman’s moment in the sun was over. She was carried out, insisting the entire way down the aisle that she was telling the truth.

To round out the case, Simpson had Edward’s love diary read to the court, as well as many of the couple’s love letters, but recounting the illicit affair had lost its spark. By the fourth week, the case was growing tedious.


Chapter 21: The Case Falls Apart

The defense team of McCarter and Case started with Henry Stevens. They presented enough witnesses to make his alibi credible. It appeared that he’d only been named because four years earlier the prosecutor had decided that only an expert marksman could have shot the victims. Also, he’d identified a handkerchief at the scene as his. Because Gibson had heard the name “Henry,” and Stevens was a marksman and a relative, he’d seemingly been railroaded.

With Henry fairly well cleared, Willie was next. He surprised and delighted most of the audience by holding his own with the prosecutor and keeping steadfastly to his story. Simpson could not break him and was made to look like a blustering fool.
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Willie Stevens on stand

Then it came out in several news accounts that the first time Jane Gibson had seen the defendants and had been asked to identify them, she was unable to do so. A farmer, George Sipel, claimed that Gibson had offered him money to say he’d seen her that night on De Russey’s Lane, as well as two men and two women near cars parked there. Gibson’s mother’s denouncement of her lying daughter was looking better and better.

Frances was next. She took the stand with her usual dignity, and the jury could see that she fully expected to be cleared. Simpson asked about the statements she had made to James about their missing spouses being dead. She responded that this possibility had seemed obvious to her when they did not return home by that time.

Simpson also wondered why she had not mentioned her nocturnal trip to the church until after a night watchman had reported seeing her enter her house, but he was unable to turn this into an incriminating issue. He grew flustered.

The defense rested. Several rebuttal witnesses were called, but they didn’t add much.

It had been a record-breaking trial, and The New York Times devoted some 90 front-page articles to it, adding to the 62 the paper had published in 1922. In all, 157 people were brought to the stand, 87 for the prosecution, 70 for the defense. McCarter thought it was suspicious that the couple who’d actually discovered the bodies were never called, while Simpson was equally suspicious that McCarter had not called witnesses who would have contradicted Jane Gibson.


Chapter 22: The Jury Decides

Simpson moved for a mistrial on the grounds of jury misconduct—they had not paid attention, some had been openly hostile, a few had fallen asleep, and they had not been properly guarded against contamination by the defense. The judge denied his motion, so Simpson gave his closing remarks.

Then he listened to McCarter, who had prepared a closing that elevated the Hall-Stevens family as model citizens and cast James Mills as a more likely suspect. He also called the fingerprint on the calling card a fraud.

“It lies with you, gentlemen of the jury,” McCarter said with a closing flourish, “to put an end to this persecution, to free this family from the stigma of this heartless accusation and to let these law-abiding citizens, these defendants, realize that you, at least, are not of this motley crowd who, under the guide of ferreting out crime, are seeking and acquiring wealth.”

Case added his two cents, roundly discrediting Gibson.

Simpson returned to remind the jurors of Frances Hall’s suspicious behavior. He quoted the Bible, bowed to the jury, and returned to his seat.

Damon Runyon wrote, “No man ever faced a jury with less regard for what it thought than Simpson.”

While the jury deliberated, Simpson returned to Jersey City, leaving the Somerset prosecutor to represent the state for the decision. For him, this five-week trial was over.
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Somerset Courtroom
 
The jury took three separate votes (10-2, 11-1, and then unanimous) over the five hours and eight minutes of deliberations. None had believed the Pig Woman’s story, but they had worried over the fingerprint evidence. Both sides had presented compelling experts.

Finally, they made their way through the muddle to reach a verdict: They acquitted all three defendants.

Frances, greatly relieved, shook her attorneys’ hands, Henry teared up and asked for his wife, while Willie grinned as if he’d never had a doubt.
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Mrs. Frances Hall

Soon the other charges were dismissed and the men, including Carpender, were released from custody. They went home and prepared to sue the New York Daily Mirror for its over-the-top coverage. (The paper settled.)

The Pig Woman learned the news in her hospital bed. “Well, can you beat that?” she said. (She died from cancer three years later.)

Simpson said it was what he’d expected, and made several excuses, including the need to move such a trial to another venue. He also thought they should have tried the defendants for Edward Hall’s murder first, as if that might have made a difference.

The New York Times dismissed both legal teams for their disgraceful “ends justifies the means” approach.

No one else was ever accused of these crimes. No murder weapon was ever found, and the alleged handkerchief evidence never became a solid lead. De Russey’s Lane is now a broad, busy boulevard that goes by a different name.

Many people still study this double homicide with a modern eye and propose why their own favorite suspect was the most likely perpetrator. Recently, there was reason to revisit one of them.


Chapter 23: New Evidence?

Julie Nomides, Vicinage Assistant Chief Probation Officer in Middlesex County, has offered lectures and displayed the few enduring items of evidence collected from the Hall-Mills crime scene, still held in the Somerset County Prosecutor’s Office. Wayne Guinn and his wife Debbie attended two of these lectures.

“Our interest in the case is multi-faceted,” Guinn said, “The intrigue of a local unsolved murder, my scientific background in laboratory medicine, and as an amateur forensic investigator. The literature available provides a provocative case replete with elements of circumstance that make for a great mystery with numerous plausible theories. It’s so darn intriguing!”

Like most, he believes that the murders were planned. “I also believe that a vengeful murderer could not resist leaving behind a prideful and taunting ‘calling card,’ having adequate detail to link but not enough to convict.”

Guinn is not referring to the infamous calling card at the minister’s feet. He means that the killer left something at the scene that only he could identify it as a personal signature. Guinn was looking at photos one day when something jumped out at him.

“There is an image of Hall’s bloodstained tie with a tie clasp attached. Note that the clip is inscribed with a single letter. The letter is not an ‘H,’ as you would expect that a man named Hall would wear. Rather, it appears to be inscribed with an upper-case cursive ‘G.’”
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Tie pin
Photo courtesy of Wayne Guinn

“What does it mean?” Guinn and his wife wondered. “Why would Hall be wearing a tie clasp having a letter other than his first or last name? Why this was never noticed over a period of 89 years? Did it belong to Ralph V. Gorsline?”

Gorsline, the aforementioned lying vestryman from St. John’s, was also a member of several secret patriotic fraternal orders that were popular during the early 1900s. Despite his womanizing, he prided himself on his upstanding character. He had also served in the Army during the Spanish-American War and was captain of a local militia for two years.

“Thus, we know that he was familiar with guns and had been trained to kill,” said Guinn. Even if he did not intend to shoot, he might have done so, anyway, especially if Hall tried to wrest away his gun.”

Guinn can’t understand why no one from any of the investigations noticed the tie clasp. “If I were investigating, I would have been all over this finding, since it simply does not fit. If basic psychology was applied, after learning about Gorsline’s related interactions and the fact that he was known as a womanizer (and perhaps megalomaniac), and having had the requisite military experience to de-humanize, he easily fits the profile of someone with motivation and the capability to commit such a heinous act.”

Guinn also considers the deep slice across Eleanor’s neck that had nearly decapitated her.

“The wound was obviously caused by a blade capable of causing a deep slash without a sawing motion. Gorsline was military-trained in hand-to-hand bayonet fighting. It was common for guys to keep these knives as souvenirs after the war. A bayonet is capable of causing this type of deep slash—It has a sharp edge and the necessary length (a 12-inch blade) to do so in one continuous motion at a depth of five or more inches. I have only speculation, but it certainly fits with Gorsline’s background and the type of wound described in the autopsy findings.”

In addition, Guinn finds Gorsline’s claims to be suspicious. “Four years after the murders, Gorsline admits being 300 yards away at the time of the killing, and that he heard the shots, screams and moaning. Imagine this: Hearing moaning three football fields away! The reason he has to come clean is because there is new testimony that his green Apperson Jackrabbit was seen in the vicinity. So now he needs a story to cover a reason for being there and an excuse for why he never reported it and lied when he was questioned by investigators earlier. So he comes up with the perfect alibi—a reason for which an upstanding civic leader and a God-fearing vestryman would hide facts. He develops an elaborate story that gives him a shameful reason [infidelity with a young churchgoer] for being there, and he has a person to corroborate it. This, in turn, provides him with a plausible rationale to hide the facts, since it would become a scandal to his marriage and to the community.”

Guinn doubts that Rastall was actually there. “He got Rastall to lie for him. It took her a while before her story matched his and his story kept changing. In fact, one juror asked if Gorsline wasn’t a perjurer and why he gets away with it. If the prosecutor had been more of a thinking sort, he would have pressed that issue with the judge in effort to force Gorsline to get hard time, and would then attempt to strike a leniency deal with him in exchange for what he knew. Imagine if Gorsline had sung. It would have been all over with.”

If we re-examine Gorsline in light of what we know these days about jealous stalkers, it’s not improbable that he was the fatal instigator. In fact, in this context, he becomes even more viable.


Chapter 24: What They Didn’t Know Then

It’s quite possible that Ralph Gorsline was a stalker. Just how fixated he might have been is anyone’s guess, but he certainly was angry enough to talk about Edward’s indiscretion to others and to threaten Eleanor. He’d reportedly been sexually involved with Eleanor at one time, and perhaps she’d thrown him over for Edward.

Gorsline was seen spying on the two. It seems an unlikely coincidence that he would have been at De Russey’s Lane on the very night that Edward and Eleanor were meeting there without knowing it. He was alert to their movements. Could this jealous stalker have taken things too far? Just how cold-blooded might he have been?

People who suffer from erotomania develop the delusion that another person—usually a celebrity or someone of higher social status—loves them. They envision their entwined destiny and feel a persistent need to contact or see their objects of affection triggering episodes of stalking. No amount of resistance thwarts them.

Only about 10 percent of stalkers are considered erotomanic, but they’re usually aggressive. They may send unwanted letters or packages, make numerous phone calls, or take up a determined pursuit. Sometimes they purposely endanger the object of their affection so they can offer rescue and be a hero. No matter what the target person says, and even if that person is married, erotomanics “know the truth.” Every gesture is a “signal” of affirmation.

We don’t have enough background information about Gorsline to know if he might have been this intensely fixated on Eleanor. We do know he wanted to end her affair with Edward. If he knew about their plans to elope, he might have decided that the night of September 14 was the right time to make his move. He would also have saved his most savage acts for the person he wanted most to punish or humiliate: Eleanor. He could have felt an intense mix of love and hate for her and might have felt inclined to leave his mark in some obscure manner—a secret in plain sight.

In 2008, the Department of Justice reported that in a 12-month period from 2005-2006, an estimated 3.4 million Americans were stalked. More than one-third were followed or monitored, and over 75% knew their stalker, usually from a troubled romantic association. Most victims were between 18 and 24, and many had to leave a job—even their residences—to elude the disturbing attention.

One in four stalkers who threaten harm do carry out the threat—including damage to property or injury to pets. The people most likely to be murdered have been in a prior romantic relationship with their stalkers. Studies reveal that stalkers are generally smarter than other types of criminals. In certain cases, only an act of violence has ended a fixation.

The tie clip is certainly suggestive. If Gorsline purposely left it on the reverend, it’s also a stunningly arrogant act. Gorsline was not viewed as a primary suspect during either investigation (at best, he was a co-conspirator in a confrontation gone wrong), but he had the means and motive. The main question involves his opportunity, because he had a young woman with him that night who accounted for his whereabouts to investigators.

However, Rastall had kept a secret for four years and had successfully lied on several occasions. We cannot be certain that she hadn’t lied yet again. Perhaps she was paid to do so when the case was reopened.

Gorsline might also have been involved in the murders without being the perpetrator. Perhaps he alerted Frances to the secret stash of letters and supplied information about the rendezvous that night. Maybe he was parked on De Russey’s Lane because he knew what was going down and he wanted to ensure that the lovers got their due… or just to gloat. He might have been spying on them, getting closer than he’d admitted, and inadvertently dropped his tie clasp. Then some mindless investigator placed it with Edward’s tie.

In any event, the tie clasp with the “G” deserves to be added to the clues in this enduring mystery. It gives us a new way to view this incident, which is often how cold cases are solved.

Some people call the Hall-Mills murder the perfect crime.
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