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 Disclaimer: 

The following sequence of events actually happened here in 
Texas. The facts remain as true as they were 130 years ago.  
A small amount of embellishment has been added to entice 
the reader.  Please be aware that parts of this story may con-
tain graphic details and descriptions of the events as they  
occurred.  Read on at your own choice.  Thank You...   

                                               

“The Axe Man Cometh;  in the City of Darkness” 
Written  and compiled  by:  Emmett D. (Don) Mason, Kentucky Colonel 

Mason’s Missives, 3/1/2016, Volume 7 

 

Where: 

The time period is 1884-1886 and the events that followed came as our city 
tried to transform itself from a small frontier town with 7,000 people into a 
growing metropolitan community.  The following events also alerted the city  
fathers that something must be done to provide the city with light during the 
darkest hours; and to upgrade the local police department.   

Our city was not unique in any special way. The mayor, J.W. Robertson was the 
leader of our city council and tried his best to guide the aldermen on the council 
to make decisions and plans for the good of the city and its residents. The diver-
sity of the residents was about 65 percent white and the remaining were mostly 
African-Americans still identified as slaves of some kind. About half the white 
residents in this era  owned or hired slaves and servants.   
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Most of the pre-Civil War  plantations that owned  slaves had been located in 
the east side of the city.  Consequently when the Civil War ended and the slaves 
were set free most of them relocated nearby in small communities that were  
usually  dominated by black church groups. Over time some entrepreneur's    
became successful in running their own businesses.  The “Black Elephant”, one 
of the most popular black saloons in Clarksville, and the local grocery were     
examples of  their enterprises .  

Many of these small island  communities were scattered around town and sur-
rounded by white communities.  Later city planners decided the eastern part of 
the city  would  be designated a “Negro District.” This plan was implemented 
successfully and most African-Americans that had lived in the western part of 
the city were relocated to the east near where their original plantation homes 
had been.  

Although our city had a designated Negro District, that didn’t improve the class 
of resident or people residing in our town.  We, like most growing towns, have 
an area known as “Guy Town” or “Jungles” or in plain English, the “Red Light 
District.”  “Guy Town” was heavily populated with saloons, gambling houses, 
dance halls and many houses of ill repute where the joyful and loose ladies of 
the evening went to work.  Many houses of assignation were available for ladies 
needing a room for their services. 

 This area was supported by the farm boys and young ranch hands, the constant 
influx of rural workers, drifters, cowboys and criminals alike, all of which were 
ready to spend their money,  get drunk and kick up their heels.  Many local poli-
ticians were frequent visitors to the Jungle despite the fact that most activities 
were against the law. 

A stranger once said that you could stand in the center of town and hear the 
clicking of cue balls, the howling of the coyotes, a shrieking Indian war cry and 
the sound of Ben Thompson, city marshal shooting blanks into the gathering 
crowds.   
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“Guy Town” even with its opium, morphine and cocaine dens was a city problem 
area but  was tolerated  by the city council who turned a blind eye and a deaf 
ear.   

Our populace included scoundrels, criminals and others of questionable back-
ground.  Names like Duckie Belcher, prostitute; Fanny Whipple, assignation 
house proprietor; Blanche Dumont, brothel keeper; Jack Kane, horse thief; and 
William Turner, murderer, were always in the news.  The city jail housed John 
Wesley Hardin, a killer of forty men and John Ringo a notorious outlaw.  These 
two scoundrels were cellmates while they were confined here. 

Others like Alex Mack and Ike Plummer were listed as suspects in the Axe Man 
murders. Not to be outdone was Henry Pfannkuche a man of questionable integ-
rity, even while serving as a member of our city council. 

Many lawmen of that time period had backgrounds that included gunfighter, 
gambler, saloon keeper/owner, and quite possibly criminal activity.  It was not 
out of the question for a man of that caliber to be asked to tame an exceptionally 
unruly town.  Thankfully, our city never had to resort to people of questionable 
integrity to provide law and order to our residents.  We may question their expe-
rience in pursuing murderers but we cannot question their loyalty. 

Officers Chenneville, police detective; William Hornsby, deputy sheriff; Malcom 
Hornsby, sheriff; Grooms Lee, Texas Ranger and city marshal were some of the 
fine people that led the search for the Axe Man murders. There were also some 
African-American police officers and deputy sheriffs such as George Madison, 
Louis Morris and John Rainey that helped investigate the murders. 

All things considered, our town is an ordinary city in the western movement of 
people seeking to better themselves and their families. We all face the same 
problems that any growing city must solve. 
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Our City is unnamed, leaving you, the reader with the task of determining just 
where the following events, actually took place.  Numerous clues have been  
provided to help you solve the (Where) puzzle.  For those readers that miss the 
clues, the secret will be revealed in later pages.  Happy reading... 

Police Work in 1885: 

Most police departments were unprepared for crime sprees such as these.  The 
process and methodology  of identifying blood types, foot prints, ballistic identi-
fication and finger prints, had not been invented or developed.  In fact, finger 
prints were first used in 1900 to help Scotland Yard solve a murder.  Blood typing 
later came into use around 1904. Communication, a very integral part of most 
police departments began with the use of the telegraph in 1877 and the tele-
phone in 1878.  The use of police radios evolved with the use of a One-Way Sys-
tem in 1928 followed by the familiar Two-Way Communication in 1933. Police 
vehicles, including the motorcycle, didn’t come into the picture until around 
1900-1910. Photography and its  use  in police work was extremely limited.   

Just what was available to the detectives in 1885? Basically, the detectives meth-
ods were limited to the use of good old fashion police work accomplished on 
foot or on the back of a horse. Some towns, like ours, did provide horse drawn 
wagons as police transportation. The use of handcuffs began shortly after their 
invention in 1862. Crimes were solved by interviewing victims, witnesses, and 
others in the general area of the crime.  They then followed up on small leads 
given by those being interviewed.  Blood hounds were used very often, with min-
imal results. One pack of our city’s Blood Hounds was led by “Old George” a slob-
bering pooch that was always at the head of his pack. Old George’s pack  could 
be relied upon to be in the hunt and baying a lot, but the results were minimal.  

If today’s police methods had been available when these crimes occurred,          
I have no doubt, the perpetrator or perpetrators would have been captured 
within weeks.   
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Pictured at the right, courtesy of SMU,  is Sheriff  
Malcom M. Hornsby,  one of the investigators at 
the time this story was taking place.  Hornsby and 
others like him are to be commended for their 
efforts to solve one of the first episodes and possi-
bly least known serial killings in our nation. 

 

 

 

Serenity was Broken: 

It was 30 December in 1884, almost one week after the celebration of Christmas 
and it was very cold outside. Despite the cold and the recent celebrations the 
William Hall family was tucked into bed all snug and warm.  In the back of their 
home Mollie Smith, the Hall’s black, 25 year old servant girl and cook, was sleep-
ing soundly in her small servant quarters.  Her boyfriend Walter Spencer was al-
so asleep nearby.  Spencer had been Mollie’s boyfriend for some time now, in 
fact their relationship had started to blossom several years earlier when she lived 
and worked up north in Waco, Texas for the Rogers family.   

Tonight her sleep is slightly interrupted as the clock tolls one a.m.;  she turns in 
bed and begins to doze off again.  She is completely unaware that Spencer, her 
boyfriend sleeping nearby, had been rendered unconscious and was bleeding  
severely from several head wounds. 

Mollie’s sleep is  broken  again when she is awakened by the intruder.  Mollie 
struggles, but she is no match for the person dressed in black.  In no time, she is 
subdued, rendered unconscious and dragged from her bloody bed into the back-
yard of the residence where she was raped and savagely attacked again.  
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Mollie Smith,  the first victim, is pictured to the right. The person or persons re-
sponsible for this vicious attack left as quickly as they had appeared.  The city 
was in almost total darkness which provided excellent cover for those responsi-
ble for the rape and  murder of Mollie Smith.  There were no barking dogs to 
alert the neighbors or the Hall’s sleeping  on 
the premises. 

The severely injured Walter Spencer, Mol-
lie’s boyfriend, had managed to awaken Mr. 
Hall sometime after 1 a.m.  Spencer ex-
plained to Mollie’s employer Mr. Hall that 
“somebody had tried to kill him while he 
was  asleep and Mollie had been taken by 
the intruder.“  

Mr. Hall entered the small servant quarters 
where he found signs of a struggle and a 
blood covered axe at the foot of the bed.  The room was covered in broken glass, 
bloody fingerprints and blood soaked bed linens. Mr. Hall  followed the trail of 
blood into the yard where he found Mollie Smith, lying dead in the snow.  Her 
nearly nude body was partially hidden by the outhouse. Everything seemed to 
indicate that Mollie had been killed or gravely wounded while inside and then 
carried to the yard where she was raped, and possibly died later of her wounds.  

The morning newspaper ran the headline: “A Fearful Midnight Murder.” They  al-
so called it “one of the most horrible murders that a reporter had ever had to 
cover.”  Mollie was later described as a light colored Mulatto, currently single, 
and born in Virginia about twenty five years ago. The boyfriend, Spencer, was un-
able to provide any additional information to help solve the crime.  Later in 1885 
Spencer was arrested and tried for Smith’s murder, however he was acquitted by 
a local jury, as reported by the local newspaper. 

Needless to say, the local citizens were extremely concerned about  the murder 
and the darkness  created in the city without night lights.   
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Two Months Later,  More Blood: 

Two months had advanced without more violence or atrocities being reported. 
Then it happened again in March of 1885.  Two black Swedish servants, Clara 
Strand and Christine Mortenson, were attacked by a darkly dressed assailant as 
they were walking home on that dark evening.  Both girls were seriously injured 
in the attack, but survived.  For some reason, to the police this incident did not 
seem to be associated with the  earlier  murder of Mollie Smith. The crime as re-
ported does not mention a knife or axe. 

After this attack the city council authorized the hiring of special police, not to ex-
ceed 50 people, and the cost should not exceed $100.00 per night.  

 

Butchery Again: 

Doctor Lucien B. Johnson lived in a very nice home in the center of town. His 
long time servant was Eliza Shelly, a thirty year old black lady of unmixed African 
blood.  Eliza was married to Ike Shelly who at this time was a convict at Hunts-
ville Prison.  She was doing her best to make ends meet while serving as both 
mother and father for her three children.  Being a dutiful wife she frequently 
made trips east to visit her husband.  However, these trips always left her very 
depressed and dreading the next visit. 

It was almost two months later on 6 May of 1885, when Eliza Shelly became the 
next victim of the unknown axe man.  Shelly and her three small children were 
asleep in their small cabin behind the doctor’s home.  The Doctor, was awakened 
by the sounds of screaming and went to investigate.  He soon found  the victim, 
covered in blood.  The crime scene reflected that  Shelly had been hit with an 
axe, deep enough to lay open the brain; and she had puncture's on her head 
from some unknown sharp object.  Investigators did not find  any possible  weap-
ons during their search.  They did however find bloody, bare footprints departing 
the murder area.   
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Shelly’s  son who had been sleeping with his mother couldn’t  provide much de-
tail to the investigators.  The eight year old youth reported that when he awoke 
there was a man standing over him and his mother. The boy had been thrown 
from the bed, covered with a blanket and told to keep quiet. He was not able to 
provide any useful information to the police. 

The local inquest concluded that Shelly had been killed with “a sharp instru-
ment” by a person or  persons unknown, but they disagreed over the specific 
weapon as  stated in the inquest report. 

 

Crossed Up: 

The “Axe Man” as he was being called by the newspapers seems to have changed 
his schedule.  His past attacks  were about two months apart  but his most recent 
attack occurred less than three weeks after the Eliza Shelly killing. 

Irene Cross, the newest victim, also a black servant in the city was attacked late 
at night in her small place where she lived with her son Washington Cross and 
Douglas Brown her nephew.  Irene had became a widow around 1880 when her 
husband Haywood Cross died suddenly.  She had continued raising her son as 
best she could.  A stroke of luck that evening may have saved Washington, her 
son, as he was visiting another family that evening.  As a result, only Irene and 
Douglas were home at the time the intruder struck.  The sounds coming from 
the Scholz Beer Garten ( the oldest Beer Garden in Texas) across the street were 
of little deterrent to the intruder.  

Investigators revealed, Irene had been stabbed repeatedly about the head  so 
many times the it appeared she was scalped;  and her arm had been  removed 
from the body.  Irene lived for a time after the attack but died later from her inju-
ries. 

The killer had used a knife this time rather than an axe, causing more confusion 
to the police investigation.  Or perhaps this killing was not related to the axe 
murders.  Only time would tell. 
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The  police were provided with their first solid lead. The nephew, Douglas Brown, 
had seen the assailant and described him as a “ big, chunky negro man, bare-
footed and with his pants legs rolled up.”  Other than the brief description pro-
vided by Brown the police were baffled; without leads, no witnesses, or sus-
pects.   

The populace now knew that a serial killer was in their city and authorities were 
nowhere close to catching him. In fact, they may have been hiding the facts to 
prevent panic in the community. 

Darkness took over the city every night and  provided cover for the axe man and 
other perpetrators.  The city fathers must find a way to light the city which had 
grown to 23,000 residents. Perhaps that would help stop the axe man and other 
criminals. 

Law enforcement continued to use bloodhounds, undercover police, interrogat-
ed suspects and questioned  hundreds of transients traveling through the city.  
But, all were cleared for lack of evidence. June and July of  1885 came and went 
without any additional killings being reported.  Residents once again became 
convinced that the killer had been jailed for a simple violation or had moved to 
prevent capture.  Either way, they now had a sense of security and well-being.    

 

Serenity Interrupted  Again:  

That mindset changed radically in late August of 1885 when 11 year old Mary 
Ramey and her mother Rebecca Ramey became victims of the unknown fiend 
known as the axe man murderer.  Their quarters were located behind the livery 
stable owned by Mr. Valentine Weed.  

Mary had been born in the City in 1875, but she had never known her father   
Jacob Ramey who died several months before her birth. Being from the city and 
having once lived on Pecan Street she had been cautioned many times about 
playing in the street,  staying away from the street car tracks and last, but not 
least, stay away from Waller Creek. These warnings were of no help on this night.  
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The initial attack happened in the kitchen where the mother and daughter slept.  
Rebecca was knocked unconscious then Mary was dragged from the kitchen to 
an adjoining washhouse. There, the eleven 
year old girl was brutally raped and mur-
dered.  Bloodhounds were unable to pick 
up a scent.  It was not overlooked that Re-
becca Ramey was a servant and that both 
she and her daughter were black.  Pictured 
here is  Rebecca Ramey on the left  with  
members of her family. 

 

More Brutality: 

Victims six and seven, identified as Gracie Vance and her boyfriend Orange 
Washington were found almost six weeks later on the evening of September 27.   
Many  documents do not agree on the couples true relationship.  Gracie, a light- 
colored Mulatto has been described as Washington’s wife, mistress and girl-
friend.  The only sure thing we know is that Orange Washington beat Gracie with 
regularity. He was also employed by Michael Butler, a local home builder.  It was 
said that Washington and Vance had once lived about thirty miles south of the 
city on the banks of the Guadalupe river. 

The servant couple were asleep in a small cabin on Guadalupe Street owned by 
William Dunham when they were attacked.  The intruder had not done a credita-
ble job of selecting his victims because the murdered couple had two additional 
house guests spending the night.  They were Lucinda Boddy and Patsy Gibson 
and both were sleeping on the cabin floor.  

The property owner, Dunham, was awakened in the early morning hours after 
hearing the sounds of screaming and breaking glass.  As Dunham investigated he 
noticed Lucinda Boddy in the front yard fighting with a man in the darkness. The 
intruder fled after Dunham arrived. After further searching of the property 
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Washington was found, nearly dead from the severe head wounds he had        
received, lying on the bloody bed in their small cabin.  Officials followed a trail of 
blood from their cabin window to the body of Gracie Vance about 75 yards away.  
She had apparently been raped and beaten to death by a brick, rock or other 
blunt object.  It was also noted that Washington had been killed by an axe that 
did not belong to the victims. 

Shortly after these killings, Mr. Grooms Lee, the city marshal recommended in-
creasing patrols and deploying additional policemen on the streets.  Something 
needed to be done and quickly to shore up the morale of the city. In the coming 
months numerous arrests were made in connection with the unsolved murders. 
However, all of the arrests ended up with the release or acquittal of the suspects.  

The media commented that the perpetrator was decisive in picking his victims, 
noting that almost all of his victims were black. Over time these murders have 
been labeled as “The Servant Girl Murders”,  “The Axe Murders” and “The Serv-
ant Girl Annihilators.”  In spite of racist implications, many innocent black men 
were arrested, but the city did not produce any midnight lynching's or guilty ver-
dicts. 

Black now White: 

Change had been brought about by the public rage and the events of the last 
nine months.  The city had hired Pinkerton detectives, but they failed to solve 
the mystery.  A new City Marshal named James Lucy was hired to replace Mar-
shal Grooms Lee.  Marshal Lucy, an ex-Texas Ranger, helped to expand the size of 
the local police force.  New city ordinances were enacted by the city fathers to 
enforce a midnight curfew and midnight closing for local liquor establishments.  

Almost three months had passed since the September murder.  The public was 
slowly becoming convinced that the serial rapist and killer was somehow gone 
from the capital city.  That sense of security was soon shattered by two Christ-
mas Eve killings. 
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The first involved Susan Hancock who had been dragged from her home and bru-
tally murdered.  Her husband, Moses Hancock, was awakened somehow with a 
feeling of dread.  He noted that his wife was missing.  He searched for and found 
Susan lying in the backyard bleeding and barely clutching the essentials of life.  
She had evidently been hit with an axe, then carried or dragged into the back-
yard and raped.  Moses informed his neighbors, then carried his limp wife into 
the parlor where she died a short while later.  Moses and Susan Hancock are pic-
tured here. 

 

 

 

 

 

Investigators at the Hancock scene were searching the crime area when they re-
ceived word that another woman, Eula Phillips,  wife of  James Phillips was miss-
ing and their bedroom was covered in blood.  Detectives sent to the scene dis-
covered Eula’s partially nude and lifeless body in the backyard of the Phillips’ 
home.  She had evidently been bludgeoned to death with a piece of wood.  
There was no report of rape. The family had been married for three years and 
were living with James’ parents. The event was discovered by James’ mother 
who was awakened by the  crying of the Phillips’ small son. The husband, James  
Phillips, was found lying in the middle of his bed bleeding from the head. An axe 
sat on the bed next to him.  Bloody footprints were found on the floor of their 
room as well as outside. It appeared at the time that Eula’s attacker had also se-
verely injured James Phillips with an axe;  but later in May of 1886 he went to tri-
al for Eula’s murder. Some witnesses testified that James’ wounds were nearly 
impossible to have been self inflicted.  One doctor testified that James had been 
struck from behind with great force. James at one time demonstrated to the jury 
that his footprints were too small to match those of the killer.  He did this by 
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holding his 175 lb. attorney in his arms  while standing barefoot in the court-
room. 

Prosecution witnesses stated that the couple recently had marital problems and 
that James had threatened to kill Eula if he found out she was cheating on him.  
They also had Mary Tobin, the keeper of an assignation (house of prostitution)  
house, in town testify that 17 year old Eula had visited there with other men on 
numerous occasions. In fact, she had been knocking on 
their door just hours before she was killed. She had 
been told there were no empty rooms available. When 
the trial was over, Phillips was convicted of second-
degree murder and sentenced to seven years in prison, 
but the conviction was later overturned by an appellate 
court. A youthful and beautiful Eula Phillips is pictured 
here.  
 

On Christmas day, the morning after Hancock and Phillips were killed the States-
man newspaper headlines read;  BLOOD! BLOOD! BLOOD! LAST NIGHT’S HORRI-
BLE BUTCHERY, THE DEMONS HAVE TRANSFERRED THEIR THIRST FOR BLOOD TO 
WHITE PEOPLE. Eula Phillip’s real killer was never found as the string of murders 
seems to have ended on that fateful  Christmas Eve.  

The mayor called a special city council meeting on Christmas day 1885 to discuss 
the murders from the night before.  The council convened and requested to con-
tinue in closed session and it was agreed.  The following subjects were discussed 
and approved;  they agreed to the employment of special detectives for tempo-
rary service to the city for 90 days or as long as needed, $5,000 was appropriated 
to pay for this service.  They also agreed to authorize the mayor to appoint any 
number of sober and reliable men (without pay) to act temporarily as special po-
licemen, reporting to the City Marshal. The mayor suggested devising a system of 
signals sounded by the city firefighters to warn that crimes had been committed. 
Their last item of business was to suppress the gambling halls, drinking saloons 
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and other places serving liquor, and closing of places of prostitution by placing a 
curfew from 11p.m. to 5 a.m.. This item was changed to reflect 12 a.m. to 5 a.m..  

One can only wonder why this action was not taken several months ago.              
It looked like they are closing the barn door after the horse had already left. The 
public was shocked, fearful and outraged to learn that the last two victims were, 
WHITE. 

On 30 December the same paper ran an article that said;  “Eight victims are 
counted of the heartless fiends who prowl around at night, filled only with 
thoughts of murder and other crimes.  The blood of these butchered and man-
gled women cries to heaven for vengeance.”   

After the Christmas Eve murders of two white women the city was on the verge 
of chaos.  Action was demanded regardless of the consequences  and vigilantism 
was narrowly averted several times. All efforts to stop or solve the crimes had 
failed.   

Summary: 

Our city lived through the horrible time from December 1884 to February of 
1886.  We’ve seen eight people murdered, six of whom were black, two were 
white, one was male and one female child, all killed in similar fashion.  The killer 
snuck into their bedrooms, disabled the man, dragged the female into the back 
yard where she was raped and mutilated.  In most instances an axe was used as 
the weapon of choice.  Many of the victims had their ears punctured by a sharp 
object which was never identified.  Bloody bare footprints were usually found at 
the scene, indicating the intruder was barefoot to prevent him from making 
noise. 

At least 400 people were investigated as suspects of these horrible crimes.  The 
end result is that no one person was ever charged, tried or convicted as the Serv-
ant Girl murderer.  Some investigators believe these crimes were the works of 
two men.  This theory has some credibility, and helps to explain the ease with 
which victims are moved and husbands  or boyfriends are rendered helpless. 
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Another theory is that the assailant used chloroform to subdue his victims before 
he raped and killed them.  Although this theory was never proven some local 
residents  kept tubs of water near their fireplace, stoves and  entry doors.  Sup-
posedly  the water would attract any  chloroform that might be sprayed through 
the keyhole or under the door way and render the chemical useless. 

Other researchers put forth the idea that these murders were committed by Jack 
the Ripper as a prelude to his London crime spree  in 1888.  However, there has 
been no credible evidence  to support this possibility. 

Officially the crimes labeled as  the “Servant Girl Murders” still remain unsolved. 
The one thing that seems to remain constant throughout the crime spree is the 
bloody bare footprints.  Investigators made molds and casts of these prints and 
even cut up floor boards to retain the actual bloody prints. 

As in most serious crime scenes the investigators find some piece of evidence 
which is specific and thus withheld from the media and the public. Its usually a 
piece of evidence that is known only to the investigator and the killer. In this case 
that small piece of information was the bloody bare footprints.  They had deter-
mined that the right foot print, only had four toes. This information was never 
shared with the press or public. 

This hidden fact soon became significant in February of 1886 when the police 
were called to a saloon in Masontown in the east part of the city. A young black 
man was having a drunken rage and was physically abusing his female friend.  
She cried out for help but no one came to her aid for fear of the consequences.  
The young man dragged the girl to a house close by the saloon.  Her cries contin-
ued and could still  be  heard at the saloon.   

Soon police officer John Bracken arrived and with the aid of the saloon keeper 
and a neighbor they went  to hopefully stop the man from killing the helpless 
girl. The two helpers tried to pull the man off the girl, but he soon pulled a knife.  
They continued to wrestle with the man, who then threw them off and knocked  
officer Bracken off his feet.  As the officer tried to recover, a shot rang 
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out.  Bracken then  drew his pistol and fired back seriously wounding the angry 
assailant.   

The alleged assailant, was later identified as Nathan Elgin, age 19, African-
American and a cook in a downtown restaurant where he also roomed. He was 
married and the father of two children.  His wife lived at another location giving 
him freedom to roam at night.  It was later learned that the house Elgin had 
dragged the girl into belonged to his broth-
er, Bess Elgin. 

Elgin, pictured here, was paralyzed from 
the shot and died the following day. The re-
quired autopsy indicated that the officer’s 
bullet had lodged in Elgin’s spine, causing 
the paralysis.  The doctors had noticed an-
other small detail; Elgin had a toe missing 
from his right foot. 

After the death of Elgin, the investigators 
basically had the direct physical evidence they needed.  They were at a loss of 
what to do with this information. They did not announce their discovery and 
close the case.  Why? The authorities would not gain anything by suggesting the 
Axe man was dead.  Certainly they would look like fools should there be more 
killings.  It seemed to be a win, win situation if they just let the matter drop.  At 
least Elgin was dead and they didn’t have to put him on trial and face the possi-
bility of his acquittal. 

Thus the real question remains, “was Nathan Elgin the Servant Girl Murderer?” 
Several researchers seem to believe he was,  based on the direct physical evi-
dence of his missing toe, the testimony of Sheriff Hornsby as to Elgin’s possible 
guilt and the fact that no additional murders have occurred  since his death.  Cur-
rent day researchers have found it odd that these murders still remain basically 
hidden in the history of serial killers.   
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While the stories of the murders faded away, the stories of the victims lives on in 
the memory of their friends, family and others.  In the 130 years since these hor-
rendous crimes took place there are still members of the victims families that tell 
the stories about their ancestors.   

It is noteworthy that in keeping with established racial standards of that day,  the 
African-American victims were laid to rest in unmarked graves in the colored 
grounds (Col G) of the city graveyard located just off nineteenth street.  The re-
mains of Phillips and Hancock, the white victims were buried in the white section 
of the same cemetery, which has since been renamed, the Oakwood Cemetery.   

Time may be marching on but the Servant Girl Murders from 1884-1885 are 
stealing the show during the “Murder, Mayhem and Misadventure” walking tour 
of the Oakwood Cemetery as part of the 2015 Halloween fundraising project for 
saving the local Cemeteries.  The one hour cemetery  tour is conducted by Danny 
Camacho as he tries to tell their stories and also let the dead speak for them-
selves, an important  part of his job, as he puts it.    

 

Let there be Light,  Moon Glow Light 

The crime spree covered above did accomplish some good for the city.  It result-
ed in the police force being upgraded with better management, better equip-
ment and three times as many policemen.  Our city had indeed taken a major 
step to move from a frontier town to a growing metropolitan city with almost 
30,000 people.   The timing is perfect for the city fathers to tackle the subject of 
lighting the city at night to help prevent  future crime.   

It was an era we can best describe as the early years of electricity.  Most cities 
wanted light but were not ready for the expensive investment and the infrastruc-
ture that was required.  Converting the local gas lights to electric was also cost 
prohibited.   
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Some sister cities had resolved their light problems in the early days  by installing  
a series of glowing orbs suspended high above their city. The 156 foot towers 
looked like oil derricks with six lamps, in the shape of a hexagon, mounted at the 
top of the tower.  The 6,000 candlepower lights insured that the cities would 
never be in the dark again.        

In 1893 our city had many areas that were not fully developed, most were hilly 
and not paved.  This made normal installation expensive and difficult.  To solve 
this problem the city fathers opted for the light tower system which was in use 
by many metropolitan areas.  Our city once again tried to be frugal and decided 
to buy used towers rather than purchase new hardware.    

Ultimately they purchased thirty-one light towers from the city of Detroit, Michi-
gan which was upgrading their system. The Fort Wayne Electric Company of Indi-
ana was contracted in 1894 to move the towers from Detroit to our city and rein-
stall them. Each tower weighing about 5,000 pounds was anchored to a single 
concrete base and held in place by a series of guy wires.  The light cast by each 
tower covered an area of 3,000 feet in diameter.  Originally designed to be 165 
tall the height was changed to 156 feet when installed in our city. 

As the towers were being assembled and erected, several rumors circulated 
among the public.  Many feared that the additional hours of light provided by 
the towers would eventually cause their crops to grow 24 hours a day.  Others 
thought the extra light would influence egg-laying chickens to produce additional 
eggs and the roosters would never stop crowing since the sun was basically shin-
ing 24 hours. However, none of these negative side effects seemed to material-
ize.          

The towers were designed to look flimsy to hopefully prevent people from climb-
ing the 80 steps to the top catwalk of the light tower.  The idea was good but nu-
merous drunk males were not convinced, and thus were arrested.  Each tower 
contains a hand operated elevator for use by maintenance technicians. Only one 
maintenance man has been killed doing his job since the towers were installed in 
1894. 
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           Moon Glow Tower in Capital City                     Hex lights on top of Tower    

There are some myths surrounding the towers,  the main one suggested the 31 
moonlight towers were placed in the shape of a star, representing the Lone Star 
State of Texas, when viewed from above, such as from an airplane.  This myth is 
false.  They are not installed in the shape of a star, although the concept may 
have been considered at one time. 

Another little known fact is that Matthew McConaughey, actor and graduate of 
the University of Texas  appeared as David Wooderson in a 1993 movie “Dazed 
and Confused” which featured a party at the Moon tower. The towers them-
selves were often identified as ugly, but the artificial moonlight they provided 
was called quite beautiful. 

Time has changed our tower lighting system.  In the beginning we had 31 towers. 
Currently in 2016 there are only 17 towers remaining.  New construction, vehicu-
lar accidents, and other unfortunate circumstances brought about the loss of the 
others.   

Our system has been upgraded several times to address technological changes 
and wartime requirement in WW-2  when blackouts were practiced.  Technologi-
cal advances in the field of Electricity have allowed many cities to change and im-
prove their  night lighting systems.  In doing so, the use of the moon light towers 
as we know them has ceased to exist in most metropolitan areas.  
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In fact, our city is the only city in the world that still utilizes the 
Moonlight Towers or Moon Glow Towers as we call them.  This is a 
fact that makes our city different from most; unique in its own way,  
some even say weird, while others say the city is living in the past.  

Our towers are now designated as official state archeological land-
marks and are listed in the National Register of Historical Places.   

 We love the city’s moonlight  towers because their light is romantic, 
because the towers are historic, plus they are weird and fun and yet 
another reason Austin, Texas is considered  the greatest city on Earth, 
slightly ahead of Frisco, Texas. 

Congratulations to those readers that identified Austin as our city with the Axe Murders and 
the Moon Glow lighting system.    To those that were unable to identify Austin, perhaps I 
should have made my clues a little more boldly.  Better luck  next time.  

 

                                                                                                                                                 

Written and compiled by:  Emmett D. (Don) Mason, Kentucky Colonel 

Mason’s Missives, Volume 7,  3/1/2016,  “The Axe Man Cometh;  in the City of Darkness” 
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