* CHAPTER TWOQ *

Sensational News

EWsPaPERS IN NEW YorK did not publish on Sundays.
Nonetheless news of the erime spread quickly by word of month,

drawing large erowds not only to the brothel but also to
Bridewell, outside the window of Robinson’s eell. Over the next week, eity
newspapers covering the story saw their eireulation leap upward by many
thousands of copies, imparting such an urgeney to this loeal event that
newspapers up and down the Bast Coast picked up the story and eave it
great play in their eolumns too, in a departure from the nsual journalistic
practice of ignoring unseemly erime. From its initial moments, the Jewett
murder struck a ehord of some kind, one that resonated even for readers
unfamiliar with New York City and the world of prostitution. A variety of
factors drove public interest in Jewett’s murder to unprecedented
heights, making it one of the most highly sensationalized erimes of its era.
{ne simple reason for the attention was the rarity of such an event.
Deliberate murder was surprisingly infrequent in the 1830s. New York
City, with its 270,000 inhabitants, had only seven official homicides in all
of 1835, and in 1836 only two capital murder cases reached trial.! Such a
low marder rate did not make New York City a safe place to live, however,
Nonlethal but brutal violence was endemie, and the Police Office files
bulged with dozens of assault-and-batterv complaints brought daily by
eitizens against other citizens; the number in the mid-1830s had rapidly
risen to an annual figure of over ten thousand warrants.®* Dead bodies of
juestionable origins regularly turned up every couple of days: Coroner
Sehureman ran a busy office rounding up eitizen juries to hold perfune-
tory cause-of-death inguests on bodies fished out of the East and North
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Rivers, on newhorn infants fonnd dead in allews, or on corpses of starved
or frozen indigents.” Routine deaths attracted lictle notiee. But premedi-
tated murder delivered by hatehet hlows to the head was far from routine.
A gruesome murder held the power to shock, startle, and alarm; it dis-
rapted daily life even in a fast-growing and inereasingly impersonal eity.
That Jewett was o well-known courtesan further enhaneed publie
interest. Many men, perhaps several hundreds, young and old, knew her
personally or knew of her The Thomas Street brothel dreew in a middle-
and npper-class elientele of lawyers, merchants, and their understudies,
the clerks. The vietim, then, was in a sense a prominent New Yorker, cer-
tainly more prominent than most women conld ever expect—aor fear—ito
b, known by reputation to a slice of the masealine mercantile world of the
eity, Jewell's personal relationships with a few key men in the newspaper
Imsiness ensared that her death wonld not suffer negleet in the newspa-
pera. The mayor of New York, Cornelins W, Lawrenee, dignified the erime
seene with his presence Sunday afternoon, demonstrating that high ity
officials cared about Jewett's death.! Lawrence, forty-five, was merchant,
hanker, and mayor from 1834 to 1837, and his visit to the brothel came
literally on the eve of the annmal eleetion that returned him to office;
polling took place April 11, 12, and 13, A decade later the mayor was
revealed to be a brothel habitué himself, so perhaps his official interest in
inspeeting the erime seene was amplified by a private interest as well.?
“Ellen Jewett was well known to every pedestrian in Broadway,” the edi- |
tor of the Herold claimed, in its April 12 edition. *Last summer she was
Farmons for parading Wall Street in an elegant green dress, and generally

with a letter in her hand, She used to look at the brokers with great bold-
ness of demeanour, [and ] had a peealiar walk, something in the style of an
Englishwoman.™ If' in life she was remarkable and remarked upon, for
being bold, eecentrie, beautiful, and connected to the mercantile elite of
the eity, in death she became an instant celebrity,

Even people who had never seen nor heard of Jewett were faseinated by g
her murder, for it afforded an opportunity to contemplate the forbidden, |
the taboo life hehind the velvet eartain of her brothel, Sexunality infused
this erime, inspiring both atiraction and repulsion. Just in the preceding
six vears, prostitution had beeome a matter of grave coneern to a variety of
local moral reform activist proups whose insistent message was thatl sex-
ual licentionsness was surging out of control, While the existence of wide-
spread prostitution was no seeret to urbanites, until the Jewett morder
polite society lareely ignored the moral reformers’ entreaties and some-
times condemned them for raising indelicate topies. Jewett's murder sud-
denly put a human faee on prostitution. Large questions about the spread
of prostitution {or eontagion, the moral reformers said) could now be

—
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The Real Helen Jewett, a
postmartem Lithograph by
Alfred M. Hafly, printed
it lete May 1836, The
artist represents o
confident Jewett,
equipped with letiern
parasol, and kandkerchief]
echoing the Herald's
deseriplion of her daily
owtings to the post office.
Her faney dress and hat
ared her tiny hands and
Jeel were taken to he
destrable gigns af fem-
inine beailiy.

framed aronnd specific life stories. What eirenmstances brought a young
woman to 41 Thomas? Were such women vietims of men, or their vietimiz-
ers? The murder provided an opportunity to talk and write abont power
relations between men and women, The sulject was sex, an intimate topic
normally bevond the frontiers of polite and publie discussion. Under the
gnise of “news,” literary and artistie depietions of the corpse itself—hean-
tiful, naked, dead—presented material for erotie contemplation.

The unlikely person of the aceused transfixed yet more publie atten-
tion on the Jewett murder. Richard P Robinson seemed a disquieting sus-
peet, so young and apparently so respectable, eoming as he did from a
family of local eonsequence in Conneetient. His sixty-three-year-old
father farmed land in Durham, Connectieut, northeast of New Haven
along the Boston—to—New York stage road. He represented Durham for
elght one-vear terms in the Conneetient state legislature in the 1820s and
18305 (including one term in 15837, which suggests that the notoriety of
his son seems not to have tarnished his standing with the voters in
Durham).” T be sure, Durham was a small village, containing 1,116
inhabitants in 1830; with only about 150 householders (roughly equiva-
lent to the number of voters), it was not really a major distinetion to get
elected. The elder Robinson was a big fish in a very small pond. Young
Richard was the eighth ehild and first son in a family that eventually
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numhbered twelve children born over a thirty-five-year span of time, a feat
that required two successive wives,

On the surface, voung Richard P Robinson appeared indistinguishable
from thousands of other similarly situated young clerks. Were they all
seeretly leading disreputable lives? Conld he—eould they all—be capable
of committing a horrendous murder? Cirenmstantial evidence seemed to
powerfully implicate Robinson, but newspapers and the publie were baffled
in their effort to understand how such a quiet, mild-mannered youlh eonld
eommit this erime. The most typical murderer in the collective experience
of New Yorkers was the violent blackguard with a history of committing
ageressive beatings and drubbings. The rare premeditated murders eould
only be committed by “fiends” and “monsters,” words that put a killer out-
side human society. Robinson's life before April 9 did not mateh those
labels; indeed, friends and employers called him an “exemplary” young
elerk. The only jarring element in his presentation of self for the publie was
that he appeared to be strangely unruffled by his serious plight.

One of the newspapers, the Transeript, snmmarized all these ingredi-
ents of the public “excitement” in its edition of Tuesday, April 12:

It is not to be wondered at that such an exeitement does exist as
was manifested in every part of the eity vesterday, in relation to
this dreadful and almost unparalleled atrocity. The high respect-
ability of the family and connexions of the unfortunate young man
who is charged with the aggravated erime; his heretofore exem-
plary and exeellent character and eonduet; his youth; the superior
accomplishments, beauty, and attractions of the poor murdered
girl, compared with those ordinarily possessed by the common herd
of unfortunates; the deliberate, premeditated, ferocious character
of the assassination; and the desperate means which were resorted
to, to prevent exposure and detection; all eombine to invest the
satastrophe with an interest and a horror that have rarely, if ever,
heen connected with the ocearrenee of any homieide, however
heart-rending and awful, in any country.”

Another paper, the Sun, echoed that assessment on Wednesday.
Robinson, the paper editorialized,

still appears perfectly calm and unmoved, and wholy maintains his
innoeence of the horrible erime with which he stands aceused. The
eeeitement throughout the eity in relation to this melancholy busi-
ness eontinnes unabated, The eold-blooded, deliberate and savage
manner in whieh the unfortunate girl was massacred—her well-
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known reputation for beanty, intelligence, accomplishments, and
gentility of appearance—the youth of her supposed murderer,
and the high reputation in which he was held by all his friends and
aequaintances—his general mildness of disposition and correet
deportment—all these eircumstanees tend to inerease rather than
diminish the agitation of the public mind.”

Newspapers like the Sun and the Transeript transformed the Jewett
murder from a loeal affair to a nationwide sensation. The Sun, founded in
September 1833, pioneered the concept of a penny paper reporting on
lively human interest stories. By April of 1836, there were three addi-
tional penny papers eompeting in this new market, fine-tuning a formula
based on humaor, sensation, and erime reporting to attract a wide reader-
ship. The papers were small four-page affairs, on the order of twelve by
eighteen inches or smaller, and were sold by individual eopy in the streets
by newsboys or by weekly subseription. The Transeript (started in April
1834}, the Herald (launched in May 1835), and the Ladies Morning Star
(first issued twelve days after the murder), together with the Sun, were all
poised to grab the Jewett murder ease and milk it for all its revenue-
generating possibilities. As unusual and disturbing as the erime was, with
its enthralling, bloodied vietim and its improbable perpetrator, still with-
out the competition of the press, interest in the case would probably have
sputtered out in a short time. Instead, the upstart penny press whipped
up public interest, sustained a high level of enthusiasm over many
months, and spread a sense of urgeney about this particular erime to
daily and weekly papers all around the country.™

New York City already had more than a half-dozen daily newspapers
of the six-cent variety that attended to political and economie news—the
Evening FPost, the Commercial Advertiser, the Morning Cowrier and New
York Enguirer, the Evening Star, the New York Times, the Jowrnal of Com-
meree, the Mercantile Advertiser, the New York Gazette, and the Daily
Advertiser. Crime reportage did not fall into their definition of news.
Instead, these large-format dailies printed ship arrivals and departures,
specches of favored politicians, exhaustive coverage of debates on bank
and railroad charters in Albany, congressional news from Washington,
and columns of business and legal notices. They were sometimes called
blanket sheets because of their size (as mueh as two by three feet per
page) and potential funetion (four by three feet when opened out, enough
to take a snooze under—the 100 percent cotton rag paper could even
withstand a rainstorm without disintegrating). Their presumptive read-
ers were men of the business classes and of publie affairs who could
spread the large papers over their store counters or big desks and soak up

.
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news of commereial and political significance. In contrast, the smaller
penny papers could be held in the hands and read on the street, orin a
erowded tenement, a saloon, or even a privy. Subseribers to the big papers
paid weekly or monthly rates for a paper delivered to their business estab-
lishment; there was no way to buy individual copies on the streets. These
papers rarely covered loeal news at all, on the assamption that what hap-
pened locally was already known to readers.

Several of these six-cent newspapers ran regolar court columns sum-
marizing the activities of the Police Court and the Court of General Ses-
sions, but this news was reported in the spirvit of legal notice rather than
in the distinetive whimsieal and facetions style of the penny papers. About
the most sensational aceounts these papers generally carried were reports
of transportation disasters, of which there were an inereasing and dis-
tressing number as the race to move ever faster heated up in the 1830s,
Stagecoach upsets, derailed trains, and steamboat explosions qualified as
elassic “news"—information coming from far away and earrving signifi-
eant economic implications—while at the same time thev supplied a touch
of the maeabre, chilling, and thrilling, Onee the Jewett murder story
gained momentum in the penny papers, the more traditional papers
found themselves struggling to square their sense of journalistic ethics
and eonventions about what constituted legitimate “news™ against a story
that had become the talk of the town, To varying degrees, each started to
attend to the story, some apologizing to readers for the sordidness of it all,
The Evening Fost of June 8, for example, called it “disgusting” and “dis-
agresable,” covering it only to satisfy a “public exeitement.”

Although the penny papers all differed from the bigger papers in size,
price, and style of coverage, they were far from identical. Eaeh hore the
stamp ol its editor; each consequently took a distinetive position, different
from its competitors, on the Jewett murder. The papers have often been
lamped together as vehicles for an emerging working-class conscionsness,
or at least an anti-elite, irreverent view of enrrent affairs, but the actual
allegiances and reader responses were far more complicated than such a
simple generalization allows. Kach clamoring for attention to its own ver-
siom of the Jewett case, the papers of the penny press framed mneh of
the meaning of the story for readers not only in New York but around the
country, The three newspapermen who figured most prominently in the
Jewett storv—and differed dramatically in their views—were Benjamin
H. Day of the Sun, James Gordon Bennett of the Herald, and William H.
Attree, who worked for the Transeript, the Couwrier and Enguiver, and the
Herald in sneeession.

In stepping into the Jewett murder so deeisively, the penny papers of
New York were breaking new ground for daily journalism and pulling the
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reluctant traditional papers after them. Yet there was a different model
for the penny papers; erime found its way into print elsewhere. Sinee the
eighteenth century, some American printers had been producing small
pamphlets containing ministers' execution sermons for capital erimes,
often with some brief account of the erimes or confession speeches from
the eriminals appended. Initially, sueh pamphlets garnered respectable
interest, presumably beeause of their moral and religious utility and not
because of any morbid faseination with eriminals’ dying moments. Mur-
der presented an opportunity for ministers to define transgressive evil
and to urge their congregations to contemplate the fate of sinful persons;
the foeus was on the eriminal’s soul rather than the foul deed or the vie-
tim. Starting in the 1770s, erime pamphlets beeame more elaborate,
sometimes reporting on the murder story as it had unfolded at trial, or
indeed creating an independent narration that artfully rearranged a
strietly ehronologieal rendering and fastened on the horrible or the shock-
ing aspects of murder. As printing presses multiplied in the early nine-
teenth century, a popular literature of erime emerged in the form of
sixteen- and twenty-four-page octavo pamphlets, no longer shaped by
ministers but by journalists, printers, and lawyers. Trial reports and
accounts of erimes increasingly directed attention to the vietims, to the
dramatic moment of murder, to the shoeking diseovery of the mangled
body, or to the supposedly twisted motives of the monstrous killer. Morbid
fascination with murder found frank acknowledgment. Bloody imagery
wias deployed and played up to titillate, excite, and awe readers, Overtly
erotie themes were not often added to the mix until the 15830s, when sev-
eral landmark cases transfixed the reading population with stories of
female vietims in sexual relationships with their murderers.” Jewett's
murder was a leading example of the popular genre: a prostitute, mur-
dered with a hatehet in her brothel bed, deepened the connections
hetween titillating eroticism and titillating horror,

That her murder in 1836 came precisely at a moment of supreme
rivalry among a group of editors of penny newspapers in New York only
strengthened the association between sex and murder. Already accus-
tomed to eovering minor erimes in regular Police Office columns, the
penny papers leaped on the Jewett case, framing their storytelling in the
conventions borrowed from the popular pamphlet literature on fatal
crimes. But the daily publication schedule of newspapers significantly
altered the genre, The editors could not tell completed stories, as did the
erime pamphlet writers who knew from the outset the identity of their vil-
lains. The Jewett murder had to be shaped into a story for readers within
hours after the killing, before anything could be conjectured about Robin-
son’s motive. That alone forced a fine-grained foeus on Helen Jewett and
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her life as a prostitute right from the start. An aesthetie of erotic murder
was in the making, one that centered the story on the vietim, and the Jew-
ett ease played a major role in shaping its central conventions,

A gecond important departure from the erime pamphlet literature
quickly became apparent. In eovering the story as it broke, the penny
papers inserted themselves between the erime and the andience, mediat-
ing between the prineipals in the case and a public that, ultimately, would
stand in judgment over the acensed—either as jury in the eourt proeeed-
ings or in the eourt of public opinion, after the trial. Unprecedented,
extensive pretrial publicity foreed newspaper editors for the first time to
consider the possibility that what they printed might have an effect on
impending judicial proceedings. Canons of oljeetivity in news reporting
were not. fully established for the press in general, much less for the
humorous, entertainment-oriented penny press, Should the press have
aceess to evidence uncovered by the poliee? Conld editors develop their
own leads, uncover their own evidenee? How eould anthentie evidence be
distinguished from fabrication in the press? What was to prevent editors
from simply making up material to entertain or to win a eompetitive edge
over other papers? Shonld editors declare their opinions on the guilt or
innocenee of the aceused? After the trial, eould they second-guess judges
and juries and eriticize the outeome! In a battle between eirenlation fig-
ures and the integrity of the justice system, which would win?

In the first week after the mrder, the newspapers elashed sharply
over the gquestion of Robinson's guilt. To many, the slightly built and
seemingly personable nineteen-vear-old appeared incapable of such a
erime, and Rohinson encouraged that view by dropping notes out his jail
window at Bridewell to the erowds below, saying “Not puilty!” and calling
ont, “I am innoeent, and T shall prove it tomorrow”™ and “it will all turn
ont right; see if it don’t, now.”" The Sun at first emphasized that Robin-
zom “is a young man of excellent seneral character, fine, manly appear-
ance, and most respectable connexions, not vet twenty years of age, and
was mueh esteemed by his emplover, Mr. Hoxie, and many others whom
we yesterday heard say they had known him long and intimately. ™"

The endorsement of Joseph Hoxie earried a lot of weight. Hoxie, forty,
was a New York merchant well known for his benevolent, edueational, and
political work. After a Rhode Island childhood, he came to New York City
as a youth in 1812 and in the 1820s directed a private school for boys in
the Fourth Ward, gaining experienes caring for the intellectual and moral
sonls of adoleseents, In the 1830s Hoxie opened a eloth-merchandising
store on Maiden Lane and started joining business clubs like the (General
Society of Mechanies and Tradesmen and the New England Society, a
social club composed of transplanted Yankee merchants. e also joined
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the New York City Temperance Society and became active in loeal and
statewide Whig paolities. In 1834 he stood for election to the city’s Board
of Aldermen for the Seventh Ward, losing by a small margin of only 23
votes, e ran again in 1836, and the three-day-long poll was in progress
on the very days that Jewett's murder was monopolizing headlines.
Amagzingly, though Hoxie's name appeared in print as Bobinson's
employer, he was never identified in the murder covercage as a current
candidate. Hoode lost, but by only 34 votes out of 2,500 east in his ward,
which suggests that the arvest of his elerk for murder had little negative
impact on Hoxie's bid for office. In 1837, IHoxie ran again and won by
more than 500 votes, ™

Hemie, educator of hovs, supporter of the General Society’s lecturer
program for youth, and advoeate of reform and temperanee, was precisely
the sort of employer who ehampioned moral uplift for apprentices and
clerks. His fervent support of Richard Robinson {earried to the point of
sitting next to him at the treial in June) was taken as a strong character
endorsement of the young man. Although the papers did not say so, Hoxie
was in fact related to Robinson’s family. James Robinson, first cousin to
Richard but a man of Hoxie's age, had been Hoxie's business partner in
the early years of the Maiden Lane store and had married Hoxie's sister
Hannah. It was probably through this eousin that Richard I Robinson
landed his elerking job mitially. A web of family relations characterized
many New York businesses in the 1830s, a common hiring practiee in an
economy that did not yet eredential its young with licenses and degrees to
certify skill or knowledge, Knowing someone’s family served as a proxy
for knowing his job gualifications. Hoxie employed as bookkeeper a
twenty-year-old son of James, along with another nephew, an eighteen-
year-old elerk named Joseph Hoxie. A third elerk, Newton Gilbert, and a
store porter; James Wells, rounded out the Hoxie establishment. Family
loyalty between Hoxie and Robmson would be put to the test in the
months to come,

The editors of both the Sun and the Transeript marveled that one so
voung and unblemished as Robinson could be a killer, but their bafflement
was vanguished hy the weight of circumstantial evidenee—his visit to the
brothel, the eloak, and the hatehet. “Everything which has as yet tran-
spired in relation to this strange and umnatural ease, goes so strong
against the unfortunate young man, that it seems impossible a loop ean
be found whereon to hang a doubt that the life of Miss Jewett was taken
by any other hand than his."" By the end of the first week of news cover-
age, the Sun editor even published brief excerpts from a journal alleged to
belong to Rohinson that cast grave doubts on his moral character. The
journal, it said, had “done him most essential injury in the minds of his
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Liest friends and the police authorities”—and, it need hardly have added,
now in the minds of the readers of the Sun. Hqually damaging was the
Sun's reassessment of Robinson’s physieal appearance, “The striking
emaciation of his frame, and unnmatural glaring of his eyes . . . give evi-
dence | ., of the fearful war that agitates his hosom. ™"

In contrast, James Gordon Bennett of the Herald reminded readers of
the need to presume innoeence until guilt was proven in court. Were there
other potential suspects? Bennett had hinted at several in his columns
deseribing his tour of the brothel: perhaps a girl in the house jealous of
Jewett's beauty, suecess, and expensive jewels, which he alleged were now
missing. Or Rosina Townsend, who possibly was deeply in debt to Jewett,
Om April 15, the day the Sun went public with extracts from a diary said
to be Robinson's, Bennett printed an anonymons letter purporting to be
from the real killer, not a prostitute but 2 man and rival for Helen's affee-
tions who deseribed how he hid under the bed and wielded the ax while
hoth Helen and Robinson slept, the plan being to frame the voung clerk
for the foul deed. {The letter negleeted to explain how Robinson suppos-
edly managed to sleep through the erime and not see the perpetrator)
But now remorse had set in, and the tormented self-confessed murderer
was writing to elear Robinson's name even as he obsenred his own and fed
the city."” The Sun and the Transeript scorned Bennett’s printed letter as
a preposterons fake, charging Bennett had paid someone fifty dollars to
write it. Bennett never mentiomed the letter again, a tacit admission that
il was bogus, After the first week of intensive eoverage, Bennett no longer
championed the innocence of Robinson, which sugeests that his early
move wis simply calenlated to differentiate the Herald from the other
penny papers in the interest of boosting eirenlation. If so, it worked.
Within a week Bennett’s paper was selling out print runs of hetween
10,000 to 15,000 copies.”® The Sun’s cirenlation rose as well, and on
April 21 its editor noted that it had secured 1,300 new subseriptions for
home delivery of the Sun just in the past two weeks. The more staid New
York dailies that limited their coverage to the official news of the case
found that their sales remained stable, at the premurder low level of
1,000 to 2,000 copies per day.

A more pointed and lively disagresment in the press involved the
question of elen Jewett's identity. Who exactly was this voung woman?
How had she eome to be a prostitute? Where was her family? Was she
really the aceomplished and talented person she was reported to he? The
police authorities evineed no interest in delving into her backeround or
locating her family. She was dead, and their task, narrowly construed,
was to bring her murderer to the bar of justice, Having arrested Robin-
son, they felt no need to learn anything more about the vietim. But the
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enterprising editors of the penny press leaped on the unknown and eon-
flicting stories of her origins to eonstruct a profile of Jewett the prosti-
tnte and Jewett the murder vietim. In part, their goal was to make Helen
Jewett into a sympathetie and worthy vietim, so that the publie would
care about bringing her murderer to justice. That different versions of
her story lay ready to be discovered only deepened the inherent mystery
of her life and death. The penny papers made the most of these differ-
ences, each claiming its version was the only anthentie and uniquely
acenrate report,

Citing a “respectable source,” the Sun asserted in its paper of Tues-
day, April 12, that the dead girl was really Ellen Spaulding, the legitimate
daughter of a Major General Spaulding of Maine. The detail of the
father's military rank signaled a substantial family standing. Ellen, said
the Sun's informant, attended a hoarding school (another mark of privi-
lege) where she gained proficiency in musie and learned to speak Mrench
and Ttalian fluently. A bank eashier sedneed her at school, however, doom-
ing the aceomplished givl to a quick deseent into prostitution. The villain
was thus the cashier: “She abandoned herself to her late degraded eourse
of life in consequenee of his [the seducer’s| heartless perfidy. ™

In contrast, the Tronseript’s more eompelling and detailed aceount of
Helen's vouth rang with authenticity becanse it came practically verbatim
from the girl herself. The Transeript editors rammaged back through old
editions of the paper to a column printed in June 1834, when Helen Jew-
ett had appeared in the New York DPolice Court to press assault charges
against a voung man. The Transeript reprinted its 1834 story virtually
complete on Taesday, April 12, Jewett went to court to complain about a
son of a Pearl Street merchant who, she elaimed, indeeorously kieked her
while she was bending over in the stairway of the Park Theatre to pick up
a ten-dollar bill she had dropped. He then ran off laughing. The Tran-
seripl’s court reporter, William . Attree, eagerly sought ont Jewett’s life
story and printed it as proof “of the misery resulting from the villainous
artifices of those whose sole aim in life, seems to be the seduction of a
voung and innocent girl,”

Helen Jewett told Attree that she had been born in Massachusetts and
arphaned at an early age. A guardian charged with her eare sent her to a
hoarding school outside Boston, where the son of a “respectable mer-
chant” met her, “engaged her affections,” sedueed her, and spirited her
off to Boston to live in sin, TTer snardian reseued her and instituled legal
procecdings against the young rake, who was so dishonorable that he fled
the city. Helen stayed with the guardian for a while, but felt sueh shame
at her ruin that she finally left the respectable guardian’s home for New
York City. Reported Attree,
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His unfortunate victim, although kindly treated by her guardian,
was but too soon aware, that to regain her former standing in soei-
ety, was impossible; and in order to escape from seenes, that only
served to remind her, with a soul-harrowing power, of what she
was, and what she had been, she came to New York, alone and
unprotected,

As in the Sun’s shorter Ellen Spaulding version, the Transeript's
report seemed to endorse the idea that losing female virginity inevitably
spelled a woman's doom. Helen herself, the souree of the story, apparently
offered no challenge or reproach to this unforgiving social practice, The
Transeript eoncluded its account with notice of Jewett’s two previous
appearances before the Police Court, onee to lodge a eomplaint against a
British naval officer who ripped up several of her dresses in an angry
brothel dispute, and the other when she was arrested in a sweep of a house
of prostitution on Duane Street. “Her quiet and genteel deportment pro-
cured her dismissal” in the latter ineident, Thundered Attree, the eourt
reporter, in his sermon on Helen's behalf, “Could her betrayer now see the
onee fascinating and innocent inmate of the boarding school from which
he seduced her, reduced to the condition we have deseribed, he would, if
human, need no further punishment than the remorse which would then
gmaw his inmost soul.” The seducer was the wretch, and she was the inno-
eent vietim; but nonetheless, a severe stigma attached to the woman who
had fallen from virtue. Respectability was beyond retrieval for such a
woman; at least, such was the story eoncocted for publie eonsumption in
the Transeript in 1834 by Helen Jewett, aided by William Attree 2

A third and rather different account of Jewett's identity was pub-
lished in the Herald on April 12, the same day that the Sun and Tran-
seript printed their background stories. The vietim, Bennett announeed,
was really named Doreas Dorranee, a poor orphan from Aungusta, Maine,
She was taken into the family of Judge Western of that town, who made
her a playmate of his daughters and gave her a fine education at the Cony
Female Academy. In the summer of 1829, she was sixteen and lovely, but
also faseinating, passionate, even wild. She lost her “honor and orna-
ment” to a cashier from an Augusta bank named “TT Sp—” (The
letters punctuated by dashes suggested specificity and yet mystery too;
more important, the contrivanee protected against lawanit.) After quar-
reling with the judge, Bennett wrote, she left the Western family, moved
to Portland, and eommeneced the life of prostitution under the name
Maria B. Benson, Next came Boston, where she lived under the name of
Helen Mar, and then New York, where as “Helen Jewett” she lived and
worked in the most fashionable brothels.
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Bennett indicated no sonrees for his story, but his reportage of the
previous day had made clear that he ranged well beyond his office, bevond
the Police Court and the rest of officialdom, to eapture information for his
stories. The Transeript got its backgronnd story from its own files; the
Sun likely picked up its Spanlding story from someone at the Police
Oftfice, since that is where it got all its other news of the erime. James
Gordon Bennett, however, was the one newspaperman who broke with
enstom and visited the seene of the erime himself, and not onee hut
twice.*' No other paper dispatched reporters to the seene. Under the tra-
ditional routines of journalism, even among the penny papers, editors for
the most part were eontent to let news eome to them; they passively
received and printed official doeuments, politicians” written speeches, or
eourtroom testimony they heard as speetators. They might publish about
events they observed, if they were newsworthy events, but there was as yet
no practice of investigative reporting. Bennett changed that, by innova-
tively tracking news, interviewing witnesses, pecking into drawers in
Helen Jewett's bedroom, and launching inquiries into her life story. Ben-
nett was the reporter as gumshoe, shadowing the police to search the
erime seene for unnoticed clues. ™ Bomewhere in this process, someone—a
housemate at the hrothel or maybe a elient of Jewett’s—told him the Daor-
cas Dorranee story,

All three versions of the Jewett background quickly entered cireula-
tion, first appearing as bits and pieees in the eity’s six-cent papers—the
Courier and Knguiver, the Evening Post, the Evening Star, and even the
weekly sporting newspaper, the Spirit of the Times, From there they
spread quickly to points north (Boston and Portland), to points south
{Baltimore and Washington), and to points as far west as Columbus,
Ohio, and Natchez, Mississippi, where papers reprinted the confusing
multiple aceounts verbatim. Rapid improvements in roads, stagecoach
lines, and post office conveyanee of mail in the 1830s had facilitated a
fairly dependable system of newspaper exchanges, so that even tiny
weekly papers like the Owxford Demoeral of Paris, Maine, eould count on
receiving and selectively republishing news items from New York City
newspapers within a fortnight of the event. Ont-of-town newspapers often
protested a moral squeamishness even as they dedicated space to the
murder. The Nafchez Daily Courier pronouneed the story “revolting” but
then reprinted conflicting artieles from the penny papers. The Colusmbus
Ohio State Journal at first refused to reprint the New York news on Jew-
eft, elaiming that such reports only “gratify the vitiated and depraved
taste of the community” and “excite and inflame those passions, which
but too frequently prove an overmateh for human reason.” But by mid-
May the Ohio paper had capitulated to public interest, covering the news
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vet all the while producing a running commentary on how terrible it was
to lift up a dead prostitute and glamorize her life: “The press is endeavor-
ing to give her an apotheosis! ™

The eonflicting versions of Jewett's life ereated puzzlement and confu-
sion. The Philadelphia (Guzette finally dismissed all the stories as fabrica-
tions. “It has become really amusing to read the attractive fietions in
which the life and character of the wretehed ELLEN JEWETT have been
dressed by the penny prints.” Here was a beantiful girl who conld play the
guitar, harp, and piano, and speak Italian, French, and Spanish; “next we
will probably hear she knew the Augustan elassies.” Her “physieal
charms” have been compared to “Italian marbles” and her ancestry
attributed to eminent generals or majors or merchants. In fact, the
Philadelphio Gazette declared with satisfaction, her true story has now
emerged, eourtesy of the Boston Paet 2

The Boston Fost of April 16 wrote;

THE MURDER OF MIss JEWETT. The New York papers are full of fie-
tions about this girl. One deseribes her as surpassingly beautiful—
another as remarkably refined, fascinating, and accomplished, The
Star makes her the daughter of a Major-General Spaulding in
Maine, while, by the way, there is no such man in that State, and
says that her heartless sedneer was a cashier of a bank, who perpe-
trated his high offenee while the unsuspecting Miss Spaulding was
at a boarding school &e. Now the true history of this nnfortunate
wreteh is simply this: She was the ehild of poor and destitute par-
ents, who resided in, or near Angusta, Me., by the name of
Dawen—her name was Doreas—at the age of four or five years she
was taken as servant into the family of Judge Weston of Augusta,
where she remained until she was eighteen vears old, While in this
family, she was treated with great kindness, received a common
school edueation, and every effort was made to instill into her mind
those high moral prineiples which eould alone seeure her happiness
and respectability. At an early period she betrayed rather uncom-
mon mental eapacity, but an obtuseness of moral perception which
excited the apprehensions of those in whose charge she was, Such
however, was the strict diseipline she was subjected to when with
the Judge's family, that her conduet, as far as their knowledge
extended, was nnexeeptionable, although she often declared that
nothing should restrain her from following an ahandoned maode of
life the moment she should be eighteen, for then she wonld be her
own mistress, and freed from restraint; and she fulfilled her deter-
mination. Upon reaching that age, she left the family that had so
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lomg protected her, and was soon degraded—not by a cashier, as the
Star savs, but by a young man of her acquaintance and own stand-
ing. About three months after this, she went to Portland, and
entered a honse of i1l fame, under the name of Maria Stanley; after
remaining there a short time she proceeded to Boston, and found
similar lodgings here, which she occupied, five or six months calling
hersell Helen Mar; from this eity she proceeded to New York, where
she called herself’ Ellen Jewett, and there ended her miserable
career, after a residence of abont four vears, in the shooking man-
ner which has before heen deseribed. She possessed a naturally
depraved and reckless disposition—was a great thief from her
vouth up, as we are informed by one who knew her in Angusta, and
who has furnished us with the above particalars relative to her I
she acquired the rare aceomplishments attributed 1o her, it muost
have been while she was in New York, which, from her mode of life,
is not very probable, Her personal beauty, we are informed, was not
at all extraordinarv—her figure was short and full, and her face
rather prepossessing. She is deseribed as having been shrewd and
very artful and as having contributed as largely to the rain of young
men as any female of her character in the same space of time,

Ho here was an independent version, quite negative, of Jewett's back-
ground, printed in a Boston newspaper that for the preeeding three days
had contented itself with reprinting the columns of the Swan, the Herald,
and the New York Krening Star. s great specificity seemed to confer on it
a higher degree of eredibility than the other versions of Jewett's life, and
it too traveled and gained eurrency on a eirenit of wide reprintings in
newspapers around the ecountry, The Post deseribed its informant as “one
who knew her in Augusta, and who has furnished us with the above par-
ticulars relative to her” The Fast did not point it out, but obviously its
informant was someone who had also followed Jewett’s career after
Angnsta, throngh six years of aliases and prostitution locations.

When the Bosfon Post article reached New York, Bennett veprinted it
directly and completely in his Herald of April 19, without any editorial
commentary whatsoever—a very unusual silence, for him. (The Tran-
sevipd had aeguired the Post artiele first and reprinted it on April 18; the
Sun never reprinted it at alll) Perhaps Bennett stayed mum beeanse he
hoped before long to be able to ferret out and to lay before his readers the
trne identity and childhood of the mystery vietim, On April 14, just after
his second visit to Hosing Townsend’s brothel, Bennetl set in motion
plans 1o contact Judge “Western” in Augusta, to ask him directly aboat
Helen Jewett. He was awaiting an answer to a letter.
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