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"Prove it."

 — Dr. Francis Sweeney to Eliot Ness, May 1938



Chapter One
 Jackass Hill

 The boys found the body on a Friday afternoon, in the last warm days of September.

It was September 23, 1935, and two boys — James Wagner, sixteen, and Peter Kostura, twelve — were tossing a ball back and forth on the steep embankment of Jackass Hill, the place where East 49th Street dead-ended into the wild, overgrown ravine called Kingsbury Run. The hill was a near-vertical drop of packed earth and scrub brush, sixty feet down to the railroad tracks that ran along the floor of the ravine. At some point the ball got away from them and bounced down the slope. Wagner dared his younger friend to race him to the bottom.

They scrambled down through the brush, and then Wagner saw something pale in the drainage gully that cut along the base of the hill. It was a shape that did not belong there. He stopped. He called to Kostura. They moved closer, picking their way through the weeds, and then they saw what it was.

It was a body. A man, naked except for a pair of black socks, lying face down in the gully with his arms and legs splayed at odd angles. He was clean. His skin was white and scrubbed-looking, as though he had been washed. And his head was gone.

The boys ran.

They found a police officer, and by four o'clock that afternoon Jackass Hill was swarming with detectives from the Cleveland Police Department. Detectives Orley May and Emil Musil were among the first on the scene, picking their way down the embankment to the gully where the body lay. What they discovered in the next three hours would not be fully understood for years. Because there was not one body in the ravine. There were two.

The crime scene was methodical in a way that unsettled the detectives. Alongside the bodies, investigators found a trail of physical evidence that told a fragmented story: burnt clothing, an oil bucket, and the remains of a makeshift torch. The killer had attempted to destroy something — perhaps evidence, perhaps identification — but had not finished the job. The bodies themselves were pristine in a way that made them more disturbing, not less. They had been washed. They had been posed. Whoever had done this had taken his time.

Sergeant James Hogan, who headed the Cleveland Police Department's Homicide Division, took charge of the investigation. He ordered the hillside searched methodically, in widening circles out from the bodies. The officers fanned out through the brush and scrub, looking for anything that did not belong — a weapon, a garment, a footprint. They found the heads buried in shallow depressions on the hillside, separated from the bodies by considerable distances — twenty feet in one case, seventy-five in the other. The burial was deliberate. The killer had taken the time to dig, to conceal, to separate the heads from the bodies in a way that would make identification as difficult as possible. It was the work of a man who understood what the police would look for, and who had planned accordingly.

The neighbourhood of East 49th Street, perched above the ravine, was a working-class district of modest frame houses and immigrant families — people who had grown accustomed to looking the other way when it came to what happened in Kingsbury Run. The ravine was a place for hobos and railroad men and people who had fallen off the edge of respectable society. What happened down there was not their business. But this was different. Two headless bodies, found by children. The word spread through the streets that evening, and for the first time the residents of the hill began to think about the ravine below their back doors not as a nuisance but as a threat.

The first body — the one the boys had found — was identified within days through fingerprints. His name was Edward Anthony Andrassy, and he was twenty-eight years old. He had been a hospital orderly at Cleveland City Hospital, working the psychiatric ward, before losing his job. Since then he had drifted into the margins of Cleveland's underworld — dealing in pornography, frequenting the bars and gambling dens of the Roaring Third, the city's most lawless police precinct. He had been arrested for carrying a concealed weapon. His father described him as troubled. His associates suggested he was bisexual, and physical culture magazines were found in his room. In the weeks before his death, Andrassy had reportedly had an altercation with a local mobster — a detail that initially led investigators to consider the killing a gangland revenge hit. He was the kind of man who moved through a world that most Clevelanders pretended did not exist.

His body had been decapitated. The head was found buried about twenty feet away, in a shallow depression in the hillside. His genitals had been removed. Rope burns circled both wrists, suggesting he had been bound before death. The body had been completely drained of blood — every drop — and washed clean. Coroner Arthur J. Pearse examined the remains and determined that Andrassy had been alive when the decapitation occurred. The cutting had been done with a large, heavy blade, and the severing of the cervical vertebrae showed a precision that was not consistent with frenzy. It was consistent with skill. The blade had passed cleanly between the vertebrae, separating bone from bone at the natural joints — the work of someone who knew exactly where to cut. Pearse noted that the killer appeared to have attempted to use a chemical agent to destroy the remains — he theorised that the perpetrator had intended to use quicklime, which dissolves organic tissue, but had mistakenly used slaked lime, or calcium hydroxide, which has the opposite effect: it preserves. The irony was grotesque. The substance the killer had applied to destroy the evidence had instead preserved it, keeping the skin tough and leathery and intact long after it should have decomposed.

The second body was found thirty feet away, also decapitated, also naked. Unlike Andrassy, this man had never been identified. He was listed as John Doe, age approximately forty to forty-five, five feet six, one hundred and sixty-five pounds, with dark brown hair. His skin had been treated with some kind of chemical agent — a preservative that had turned it tough and leathery, slowing decomposition significantly. The chemical treatment made it difficult to estimate the time of death; the coroner believed he had been dead weeks before discovery, though the preservative had so effectively slowed decomposition that the initial estimate was only days. His head was found buried seventy-five feet from his body.

Two headless men, washed and drained of blood, dumped in a ravine on the edge of the city's most impoverished neighbourhood. The Cleveland police had seen violence before. They had seen gangland executions, barroom stabbings, domestic murders, bodies fished from the Cuyahoga River. They had not seen this. Nobody had seen this.

The detectives processed the scene, took their photographs, filed their reports. Cleveland had three daily newspapers — the Plain Dealer, the Cleveland Press, and the Cleveland News — and all three ran the story, but not on the front page. Two transients found dead in Kingsbury Run. It was a crime, certainly. A bad one. But the city was preoccupied with the Depression, with unemployment, with the daily struggle of survival. The deaths of two men at the bottom of a ravine did not register as a crisis. Not yet.

Nobody understood what had begun.

 [image: Kingsbury Run murder scene, Cleveland, 1930s]Kingsbury Run — the ravine where the first bodies were discovered on September 23, 1935. Two teenage boys stumbled upon the decapitated remains of Edward Andrassy and an unidentified man at the base of Jackass Hill.
 

Chapter Two
 The Run

 To understand the murders, you must first understand the ravine. To understand the ravine, you must understand what the Depression had done to Cleveland.

Kingsbury Run was a natural gash in the earth — a watershed ravine that ran roughly two miles from the eastern suburbs near Shaker Heights westward to the Cuyahoga River, cutting between Woodland Avenue to the north and Broadway Avenue to the south. It was named for James Kingsbury, one of Cuyahoga County's earliest settlers, who had arrived in the region at the end of the eighteenth century and found the land wild and promising. By the 1850s, the ravine had been claimed by industry. The Cleveland and Mahoning Valley Railroad laid the first tracks through it in 1857, and within a decade the floor of the run was a corridor of iron rails, switching yards, and the detritus of a city in the first frenzy of industrialisation.

Other railroad companies followed. The New York Central, running on the old Lake Shore and Michigan Southern line, pushed its tracks through the ravine. The Nickel Plate Road — formally the New York, Chicago and St. Louis Railroad — crossed a timber trestle bridge near East 55th Street. The Pennsylvania Railroad and the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad both operated lines in the area, and the Erie Railroad served the broader Cleveland corridor. By the turn of the century, the floor of Kingsbury Run was a web of iron and cinder, a railroad artery feeding the industrial heart of a city that believed its growth would never stop.

The industries came with the rails. In the 1860s, a young man named John D. Rockefeller built his first crude-oil refinery along the run, near the banks of the Cuyahoga. William Halsey Doan established his oil and naphtha works nearby. Steel mills lined the Cuyahoga and the Flats. The ravine smelled of coal smoke and petroleum and progress, and the neighbourhoods above it — Kinsman, Jackowo, the Third Precinct — filled with the immigrant workers who powered the machine: Hungarians, Czechs, Slovaks, Poles, Irish, and later African Americans arriving from the South during the Great Migration.

By the 1930s, the progress was over. The Great Depression had hit Cleveland with a force that was difficult to exaggerate. At its worst, approximately fifty per cent of the city's industrial workforce was unemployed. In some sectors — steel, automotive, manufacturing — the figure was closer to seventy per cent. Cleveland had been the sixth-largest city in America, with a population approaching nine hundred thousand, and its tax base had collapsed almost overnight. Libraries closed. Parks went unmaintained. Relief agencies ran out of money. The city that had billed itself as the "Best Location in the Nation" was broke.

The people who fell through the bottom of the economy ended up in places like Kingsbury Run. The ravine, with its abandoned rail sidings and scrubby banks and hidden hollows, became home to one of Cleveland's largest shantytowns — a Hooverville, in the bitter parlance of the time. Displaced workers, drifters, men who had lost their jobs and their families and their names, built shelters from scrap lumber and cardboard and corrugated tin along the tracks. They cooked over open fires, burning scrap wood and railroad ties for warmth when the Cleveland winters drove the temperature below zero. They washed in the stagnant pools that collected in the drainage ditches. They drank whatever they could get — cheap wine, bootleg liquor, industrial alcohol cut with water. Some found occasional work as day labourers or scrap collectors. Others begged on the streets above the ravine, returning to the camps at nightfall. They came from every corner of the city's shattered economy — laid-off steelworkers, bankrupt shopkeepers, farmers who had lost their land, men who had walked away from families they could no longer feed. They had names and histories and people who had once known them, but the ravine stripped all of that away. In the camps, a man was whoever he said he was, and if he disappeared one night and never came back, no one asked why.

The population of the ravine camps fluctuated with the seasons and the economy, but at any given time hundreds of people lived along the tracks — sleeping in shelters that offered no protection from the Cleveland winters, suffering ailments that went untreated, vulnerable to violence from each other and from a world that had abandoned them. The police estimated that at least three hundred people were living in the Kingsbury Run shantytowns at the time of the murders, though the true number was likely higher. Nobody counted. Nobody cared to count. The communities above the ravine — the Hungarian families on one side, the Polish immigrants of Jackowo on the other, the African Americans of the Kinsman neighbourhood — looked down from the bridges and the bluffs and pretended the camps were not there. The people in the ravine were a reminder of what could happen to anyone, and nobody wanted to be reminded.

The ravine was, at its deepest, eighty feet below street level. The Sidaway Bridge — Cleveland's only pedestrian suspension bridge, a graceful span of six hundred and eighty feet built in 1930 — arched high above it, connecting the Kinsman neighbourhood on one side to Jackowo, the Polish immigrant community, on the other. From the bridge, you could look down into a world the city above refused to see. A world of railroad tracks and hobo camps and brush so thick that a man could stand ten feet from the footpath and be invisible.

It was the perfect hunting ground.

Adjacent to the ravine was the Roaring Third — the Third Police Precinct, a district that had earned its nickname honestly. The Roaring Third was Cleveland's id, the neighbourhood where the city's appetite for vice was satisfied without apology. Bars, brothels, flophouses, gambling dens, opium parlours — they operated more or less openly, tolerated by a police force that was itself deeply corrupt. The precinct's residents were a mix of recent immigrants, African Americans from the South, sex workers, addicts, small-time criminals, and people who had simply run out of other places to go. It was the kind of neighbourhood where a person could vanish and not be missed for weeks. For months. Forever.

The victims of the Torso Murderer came from this world. They were not the kind of people whose disappearances generated newspaper headlines or political pressure. They were the discarded and the forgotten — the human wreckage of an economic catastrophe that had stripped away every safety net and left millions of Americans with nothing but their bodies. And now someone was taking even that.

The killer knew this world intimately. He knew the ravine — its paths, its hiding places, its rhythms. He knew the people who lived there — their habits, their vulnerabilities, their invisibility. He knew that he could kill them and dismember them and deposit their remains in public places, and the machinery of justice would grind slowly, if it ground at all. He knew all of this because he had been doing it, as the police would eventually realise, for much longer than anyone had thought.

 [image: Kingsbury Run Bridge, circa 1886]A bridge spanning Kingsbury Run in the late 19th century. The ravine — up to 80 feet deep — became home to sprawling shantytowns during the Great Depression, and the hunting ground of the Mad Butcher.
 

Chapter Three
 The Butcher's Work

 The Lady of the Lake was found on September 5, 1934 — a full year before the bodies on Jackass Hill. She was the first, or at least the first they knew about.

A man walking along the shore of Lake Erie east of Euclid Beach Park, near the wealthy suburb of Bratenahl, spotted something in the shallows. It was the lower half of a woman's torso — the trunk with the thighs still attached, amputated cleanly at the knees. The skin had been treated with a chemical preservative that gave it a reddish, leathery appearance. The coroner estimated the remains had been in the water for three or four months. There was no head. No arms. No identifying marks of any kind. She was listed as a Jane Doe, estimated to be in her mid-thirties, and the case went nowhere.

At the time, nobody connected her to anything. A dismembered body found in Lake Erie was disturbing, certainly, but it was not unprecedented in a city where the Cuyahoga River served as an informal dumping ground for every kind of human wreckage. She was a fragment — literally and figuratively — a piece of a person found on a beach, filed away and forgotten. The case generated a brief flurry of newspaper coverage and then vanished from public attention. It was only later, when the pattern became undeniable, that investigators looked back and recognised her as the probable first victim of the Mad Butcher of Kingsbury Run.

After the two men on Jackass Hill in September 1935, the killings accelerated.

On January 26, 1936, two half-bushel baskets were found behind a building at East 20th Street and Central Avenue, in the heart of downtown Cleveland. Inside were the remains of a woman, wrapped in newspaper. Additional pieces were recovered over the following days from a vacant lot and a sewer nearby. The woman's head was never found, but she was identified through fingerprints as Florence Genevieve Polillo — Flo, to the people who knew her. She was forty-two years old, a part-time waitress and barmaid who had been arrested multiple times for prostitution. Those who knew her described her as friendly, generous, a heavy drinker. She had lived, for a time, in the early 1930s, with a man named Frank Dolezal — a name that would surface again, disastrously, three years later.

The identification of Flo Polillo changed the investigation's character. She was only the third victim — after Andrassy and the Lady of the Lake — to be identified at all, and she would be one of only three in the entire series. Her connection to the world of the Roaring Third, her vulnerability, her habits, gave the investigators their first real thread to pull. It led them exactly nowhere.

On June 5, 1936, two boys — Alum Cheely, eleven, and Gomez Ivory, thirteen — were playing hooky from school near the East 55th Street bridge in Kingsbury Run when they prodded a bundle of trousers and a severed head rolled out. The body was found nearby the next day — a young man in his early to mid-twenties, well-groomed, wearing new clothes. Six tattoos adorned his body: a bird and band with the names "Helen" and "Paul" on his inner left forearm; a heart and anchor in red and blue on the outside of his right forearm; a flag and the initials "W.C.G." on the inside of his right forearm; a butterfly on his right shoulder; the comic-strip character "Jiggs" on his left calf; and a Cupid on his right calf. The letters "J.D." were stitched into his underwear. Despite the wealth of identifying marks, he was never identified.

The police called him the Tattooed Man, and his death mask — a plaster cast of his face, taken at the morgue — would become the most iconic image of the case. The authorities mounted an extraordinary effort to identify him. His death mask, along with a detailed chart of his tattoos, was put on public display at the Great Lakes Exposition, Cleveland's lakefront world's fair that drew visitors from across the nation. Over one hundred thousand people filed past the exhibit during the summer of 1936, studying the plaster face and the tattoo illustrations in the hope of recognition. Sailors, soldiers, families, tourists — they stared at the closed eyes and the still features and tried to place a name to the face. Nobody came forward. The Tattooed Man remains unidentified to this day, nearly nine decades later.

On July 22, a headless male body was found in the woods near Clinton Road and Big Creek, in southwest Cleveland — a location far from Kingsbury Run. The body was badly decomposed; the man had been dead about two months. His head and a pile of bloody clothing were found nearby. A large dried bloodstain on the ground indicated something that none of the other crime scenes had shown: this was the place where the killing had actually occurred. Every other victim had been killed somewhere else — somewhere private — and transported to the dump site. This victim alone had been murdered where he lay. It was a break in the pattern — and it raised a question that investigators would never satisfactorily answer. Had the killer been interrupted? Had he been unable to transport the body for some reason? Or was the outdoor killing a sign that his methods were evolving, that the private space where he usually worked had been compromised? The man was never identified, and the question was never resolved.

Then, on September 10, 1936, the sixth victim was found — and the case exploded into national consciousness.

A man trying to hop a freight train in Kingsbury Run near East 37th Street tripped over something in a stagnant pool of water that served as an open sewer. It was the upper half of a man's torso. The lower half and parts of both legs were recovered from the same pool. He had been decapitated and castrated. His heart had been ripped out, and his kidneys and stomach had been removed — the abdomen gutted. Near the pool, investigators found a dirty felt hat labelled "Laudy's Smart Shop, Bellevue, Ohio" with what appeared to be blood spots on its crown, and a blue work shirt soaked with blood, wrapped in newspaper. The water in the pool had turned dark with decomposition, and the stench was overwhelming. The man who found the torso — a drifter hoping to catch a ride on a freight — staggered back from the pool and vomited before running to find a policeman. The victim was never identified.

Six victims in two years. A pattern that was now unmistakable: decapitation, dismemberment, the draining of blood, the targeting of people who lived on the margins. The newspapers, which had been covering the murders with increasing intensity, now gave them a name. The killer was christened "the Mad Butcher of Kingsbury Run." The story went national. And the pressure — political, public, journalistic — fell squarely on the desk of the one man in Cleveland who was supposed to be able to handle exactly this kind of crisis. The man who had taken down Al Capone. The man who was supposed to clean up Cleveland.

Eliot Ness.

 [image: Death mask of the Tattooed Man, Cleveland Torso Murders]The plaster death mask of the "Tattooed Man" — the fourth victim, found in June 1936. Displayed at the Great Lakes Exposition, it was viewed by over 100,000 people. No one recognised him. He remains unidentified.
 

Chapter Four
 The Untouchable

 Eliot Ness arrived in Cleveland in December 1935, four months after the bodies on Jackass Hill, appointed by Mayor Harold H. Burton as the city's Safety Director — a position that gave him authority over both the police and fire departments. He was thirty-two years old, the youngest person ever to hold the post, and he was already famous.

The fame came from Chicago. During Prohibition, Ness had led a squad of federal agents — the "Untouchables," so called because they could not be bribed — in a campaign against Al Capone's bootlegging empire. The Untouchables had raided breweries, seized trucks, and made Ness's name synonymous with incorruptible law enforcement. The actual conviction of Capone had been achieved by a different team of investigators working the tax-evasion angle, but that was a subtlety the press and the public did not trouble themselves with. Ness was the hero of the Capone story. He was young, handsome, square-jawed, and photogenic. He was exactly the kind of man a city in crisis wanted as its top law-enforcement official.

Cleveland needed him. The police department was riddled with corruption — officers on the take from gambling operators, detectives who extorted the bars and brothels they were supposed to regulate, a culture of graft so pervasive that honest cops were the exception rather than the rule. Ness went after the corruption with the same energy he had brought to the bootleggers. He fired crooked officers. He reorganised precincts. He cleaned up the traffic division.

The results were spectacular. Captain Michael Harwood was convicted on six counts of soliciting and taking bribes for protecting bootleggers. Captain Louis Cadek, a thirty-one-year veteran of the force, was found to have accumulated one hundred and fifty thousand dollars in his bank account on an annual salary of thirty-five hundred dollars — the arithmetic of corruption laid bare in a set of banking records. Lieutenant John Nebe was convicted of accepting bribes. In all, Ness sent half a dozen officers to prison and forced the resignations of two hundred others. He used wiretaps, informers, subpoenaed bank accounts, and volunteer detective teams to dismantle a system of graft that had operated for decades.

He was not content to clean up the police from his desk. One month after taking office, on January 10, 1936, Ness personally led a raid on the Harvard Club — a gambling operation at 3111 Harvard Avenue in Newburgh Heights, just outside the Cleveland city limits. The club was one of the largest illegal gambling houses between New York and Chicago, accommodating five hundred to a thousand gamblers per night. It offered craps, slot machines, roulette, and all-night poker, and ran a limousine service that collected customers every fifteen minutes from seven locations around the city. County Prosecutor Frank Cullitan had attempted to raid the club earlier that evening with hired private detectives, but the operators had held them at bay for nearly six hours, threatening to mow down the constables with machine guns if they tried to batter in the doors. When Cullitan called the county jail for help, the sheriff refused to send aid. Ness arrived with thirty-three Cleveland police officers armed with shotguns, tear gas, rifles, and billy clubs. Twenty gangsters were arrested inside. The dice tables and blackjack layouts were hauled away as evidence. The message was clear: the new Safety Director was not afraid of anyone.

He lived with his first wife, Edna Staley, at the Hampton House overlooking Edgewater Park on Cleveland's west side. The apartment offered a view of Lake Erie — calm, expansive, a world away from the ravines and rail yards of the East Side where the bodies were being found. The marriage was already strained; Ness rarely came home before ten or eleven at night, consumed by the work of reforming a broken police department. He was a man who needed action the way other men needed sleep, and the administrative demands of the Safety Director's office fed that need ceaselessly. He was, in many ways, doing exactly what he had been hired to do.

The torso murders were not part of the plan.

For the first year of the investigation, Ness took an administrative rather than hands-on role. The case was being worked by the homicide squad under Sergeant James Hogan, and Ness — focused on police reform and organised crime — let them work it. But by September 1936, after the sixth victim and the explosion of national media attention, Mayor Burton made the Torso case Ness's top priority. The public wanted results. The press wanted a villain. And Ness — the Untouchable, the man who always got his man — was expected to deliver.

He threw everything he had at the case. He assigned a twenty-detective unit to work the murders full-time. He deployed undercover operatives into the shantytowns of Kingsbury Run — detectives posing as vagrants, sleeping in the camps, riding the freight trains, listening for rumours. He sent other detectives undercover into the bars and steam baths of the Roaring Third, posing as gay men, following leads that suggested the killer might target homosexual men. He offered rewards for information. He consulted with psychiatrists and pathologists. He held strategy meetings and demanded progress reports and reviewed evidence until his eyes ached.

None of it worked.

The killings continued. On February 23, 1937, the upper half of a woman's torso washed ashore on the Lake Erie coast near 156th Street, east of Bratenahl — the same stretch of shoreline where the Lady of the Lake had been found three years earlier. The upper extremities had been disarticulated at the shoulder sockets with surgical precision. Multiple hesitation knife marks scored the surface of the skin — a detail that suggested even the killer had paused, momentarily, before making his cuts. The lower half of her torso was recovered three months later, washed ashore at East 30th Street. Her legs, arms, and head were never found — they had likely sunk in the deeper waters of Lake Erie, where the currents carried things away from the shore and into the cold, dark lake bottom. She was never identified.

On June 6, 1937, skeletal remains were found beneath the Lorain-Carnegie Bridge — now the Hope Memorial Bridge — in Kingsbury Run. The bones were inside a rotting burlap bag, along with a newspaper dated June 1936, suggesting she had been dead approximately a year. The remains showed extensive dental work with gold crowns. She was tentatively identified as Rose Wallace, a part-time sex worker and Roaring Third regular — her son viewed the dental work and believed it matched his mother's. The identification was never formally confirmed; the dentist who had done the original work had died, making definitive comparison impossible.

On July 6, 1937, a young National Guardsman standing watch on the West Third Street Bridge spotted something floating in the Cuyahoga River in the wake of a passing tugboat. It was the upper portion of a man's torso, wrapped in a burlap feed sack marked for chicken feed. Two thighs were recovered from the water nearby. The man's head was never found. The investigators noted, in their clinical language, "a new element of viciousness in the killer's approach."

Ness was failing, and he knew it. The case that was supposed to cement his reputation as America's greatest lawman was destroying it instead. The press, which had celebrated his arrival, was now questioning his competence. The public was frightened and angry. And somewhere in the dark geography of Kingsbury Run, the killer was still at work.

 [image: Eliot Ness, Cleveland Safety Director]Eliot Ness — famous for leading the Untouchables against Al Capone — was appointed Cleveland's Safety Director in 1935. The Torso case became his greatest failure and destroyed his reputation.
 

Chapter Five
 The Torso Clinic

 The investigation was not, in fairness, incompetent. It was unprecedented. The concept of a "serial killer" — a term that would not be coined for another four decades — was essentially unknown in the 1930s. Police were trained to investigate individual homicides: find the victim, find the motive, find the suspect. The idea that a single person might kill repeatedly, over months and years, for reasons that had nothing to do with money or revenge or jealousy — that was territory that law enforcement had not yet mapped.

The man who came closest to mapping it, at least in Cleveland, was Detective Peter Merylo.

Merylo had started his career as a motorcycle officer before transferring to homicide. He was short, stocky, multilingual — he spoke several European languages, an invaluable skill in a city whose immigrant communities often distrusted English-speaking police — and intelligent. He was assigned to the Torso case full-time, along with his partner Martin Zalewski, by the Cleveland Police Department. Once an idea lodged in Merylo's mind, he worked it to its conclusion, even if the conclusion was eighty hours of legwork in a single week. He was not a man who gave up.

Merylo and Zalewski personally interviewed over fifteen hundred people in connection with the case. The department as a whole interviewed over five thousand. An estimated ten thousand suspects were interrogated over the four years of the active investigation. The numbers were staggering, and they produced almost nothing. The problem was not effort. The problem was that the killer's victims were invisible.

Most of the dead were transients — people with no fixed addresses, no dental records, no fingerprints on file, no families to report them missing. They existed in the cracks of Depression-era America, moving between shantytowns and flophouses and freight cars, working odd jobs or begging or stealing, drinking themselves into oblivion in the bars of the Roaring Third. When they disappeared, nobody noticed. When they were found, nobody could say who they were.

Merylo went further than any other detective. He dressed as a hobo and went undercover in the shantytowns of Kingsbury Run, sleeping in the camps alongside the men and women who might be the killer's next victims — or, conceivably, the killer himself. He made himself bait. He walked the ravine at night, unarmed, listening. He paraded up and down the run in his underclothes in the moonlight, hoping to attract the killer's attention. He also donned what he described as "homosexual garb" and frequented bars and steam baths, posing as a gay man — homosexuality being illegal in 1930s Cleveland — following leads that the killer might select victims from that community. He followed every tip into the strangest corners of Cleveland's underworld: a giant man spotted carrying a kitchen knife; a self-proclaimed "voodoo doctor" who claimed to possess a death ray; a man who hired prostitutes to watch them decapitate chickens. None of them was the Butcher.

Merylo became a popular source for newspaper reporters, speaking freely and sometimes without departmental approval. He presented his personal theories as if they were official police positions, which irritated his superiors considerably. Some officials believed his colourful stories served mainly to distract the press from the investigation's lack of progress. His methods could be overzealous — he was known to have arrested large numbers of men on suspicion during his undercover operations, at one point allegedly filling an entire wing of the city jail with suspects. Judges grew reluctant to prosecute his cases, concerned about the methods that produced them. But nobody questioned his dedication. Nobody worked the case harder. Merylo was, in his own obsessive and unorthodox way, the most committed investigator the case would ever have.

Meanwhile, the coroner's office was doing its own work. After the fifth victim, in the summer of 1936, Coroner Arthur J. Pearse organised what the newspapers came to call the "Torso Clinic" — a meeting of investigators, psychiatrists, doctors, pathologists, and prosecutors to analyse the evidence and develop a profile of the killer. In attendance were Safety Director Eliot Ness, Police Chief George Matowitz, Lieutenant David Cowles of the Scientific Investigation Unit, County Prosecutor Frank Cullitan, Sergeant Hogan from Homicide, and several psychiatrists and anatomists from Western Reserve Medical School. It was, in essence, an early attempt at criminal profiling — decades before the FBI's Behavioral Science Unit made the practice famous.

The profile that emerged was chilling in its specificity. The killer possessed expert knowledge of human anatomy. The cuts were not random slashes but precise disarticulations at the joints — the kind of cuts that a surgeon, a butcher, or a medical student would make. The bodies were uniformly drained of blood, suggesting access to a private space where the killing and dismemberment could be performed without interruption. Some victims had been treated with chemical preservatives, indicating knowledge of chemistry or embalming. The killer was physically strong — strong enough to carry dismembered remains up steep embankments and across rough terrain. He was organised, methodical, and utterly without panic.

The coroner put it directly, in a statement to the press after the fifth victim: "The killer is apparently a sex maniac of the sadistic type. He is probably a muscular man. The slayer definitely has expert knowledge of human anatomy. The incisions of his knife are clean and were made in each case without guesswork. He may have gathered his knowledge of anatomy as a medical student. Or it is possible that he is a butcher."

There was one early lead that, in retrospect, pointed directly at the killer. In November 1934 — months before the Jackass Hill discovery — a drifter named Emil Fronek reported that he had been approached by a doctor on Broadway Avenue in downtown Cleveland. The man took Fronek to a second-floor office, gave him food, and offered him a place to rest. Fronek became dizzy and disoriented — he believed he had been drugged — and fled. He slept on a freight train for three days before recovering. At the time, no one connected his story to anything. It was only later, when investigators drove Fronek through the Broadway neighbourhood in August 1938, that the account took on a terrible significance. Fronek could not locate the specific office. But decades later, researcher James Jessen Badal discovered that a great-nephew of a Dr. Edward Peterka had preserved a 1930s photograph showing Francis Sweeney among doctors who practiced together at a building on Broadway and Pershing Avenues — within walking distance of Kingsbury Run. The photograph did not prove that Sweeney had drugged Fronek. But it placed a man with surgical training, a history of alcoholism, and an intimate knowledge of the ravine in exactly the location where a vagrant had reported being lured to a doctor's office and drugged. The coincidence was difficult to dismiss.

A doctor. The word hung in the air of the Torso Clinic like smoke. A doctor who killed the destitute and the forgotten, who dismembered them with surgical precision, who left their parts scattered across the industrial wasteland of a Depression-ravaged city. It was a theory that explained the evidence perfectly. It was also a theory that was almost impossible to prove.

But there was someone who fit the profile. Someone the investigators were already beginning to watch.

 [image: Kingsbury Run investigation, September 1936]Investigators at a Kingsbury Run crime scene, September 1936. The case prompted the "Torso Clinic" — an early attempt at criminal profiling, decades before the FBI's Behavioral Science Unit.
 

Chapter Six
 Prove It

 Dr. Francis Edward Sweeney was born on May 5, 1894, into an impoverished Irish family in the neighbourhood that bordered Kingsbury Run. His childhood was marked by loss. His father was badly injured in an accident and spent his final years institutionalised with psychosis — a detail that would take on darker significance in light of what his son would become. His mother died of a stroke when Francis was nine years old. Despite the poverty and the grief, Sweeney was intelligent and driven. He worked full-time while completing his undergraduate studies, then pharmacy school, and finally medical school in St. Louis, where he was elected vice president of his sophomore class. His professors recommended him without reservation.

He grew up knowing every path, every hollow, every hiding place in the ravine. He knew it the way a child knows the geography of home — instinctively, in his bones.

He went to war. In 1917, he enlisted in the Army Medical Corps and served in France, where he performed field amputations on wounded soldiers in conditions of extraordinary horror. He suffered a severe head injury that earned him partial disability, and nerve damage from gas exposure. He saw men blown apart by artillery and reassembled — or not — by surgeons working in mud and blood and chaos. He learned to cut quickly, precisely, under pressure. He was good at it. He came home with a surgical skill set that few civilian doctors could match, and with damage that would never heal. The term they used was "shell shock." What it meant was that Francis Sweeney had seen things that had broken something inside him, and the broken thing was never repaired.

After the war, he became a surgical resident at St. Alexis Hospital — a hospital that stood in the Kingsbury Run neighbourhood, within walking distance of the ravine where the victims would be found. He studied under the mentorship of Dr. Carl Hamann, a highly respected teaching physician at Western Reserve. He was, by all accounts, a brilliant surgeon. He was also, by all accounts, a man in disintegration.

He had married in July 1927 and fathered two sons. The drinking began about two years into the marriage, according to his wife's later testimony, and accelerated relentlessly. His wife had him committed to City Hospital for alcoholism treatment, which failed, and later to the Sandusky Soldiers and Sailors Home, a veterans' facility. She had him committed twice. St. Alexis Hospital eventually severed its relationship with him. He became violent at home. She divorced him in 1936, seeking custody of the children and a restraining order preventing him from "visiting, interfering, or molesting her." Sweeney lost his medical practice. He lost his family. He lost everything except his knowledge, his strength, and his proximity to Kingsbury Run.

He was physically imposing — very tall, broad-shouldered, strong enough to carry heavy loads up steep grades. He was intelligent. He had surgical expertise. He had intimate knowledge of the terrain. And he had a political connection that would prove decisive.

Francis Sweeney's first cousin was Congressman Martin L. Sweeney — a vocal, combative Democratic politician who was one of Mayor Burton's most aggressive critics, and by extension one of Eliot Ness's most dangerous enemies. Congressman Sweeney attacked Ness in the press, questioned his competence, ridiculed his methods. Any move against Dr. Sweeney would trigger a political firestorm that could destroy Ness's career and the mayor's administration. The congressman had already publicly called Ness incompetent. If Ness arrested his cousin on circumstantial evidence and a failed polygraph, Congressman Sweeney would have the ammunition to make the accusation stick — not as a matter of justice, but as a matter of politics. The doctor's family connections were, in their way, as effective a shield as any alibi.

The investigation of Sweeney began in earnest in March 1938, when Lieutenant David Cowles of the Scientific Investigation Unit started building a case. A key break came from an unlikely source: a convicted burglar named Alex Archaki, who was serving his sentence at the Ohio Penitentiary Honor Farm, which shared grounds with the Sandusky veterans' hospital where Sweeney was periodically treated. Archaki had been supplying Sweeney with liquor in exchange for prescriptions. He told investigators that he believed Sweeney was the Mad Butcher, and he noted something chilling: Sweeney's unexplained absences from the hospital coincided with the estimated times of the victims' deaths.

Young rookie Officer Thomas Whalen was assigned to tail Sweeney through the streets of Cleveland. It was nerve-wracking work. Sweeney was aware he was being followed. On one occasion, the doctor confronted Whalen directly in a department store. On another, he sent a beer to Whalen's table at a bar — a taunt, a reminder that the watcher was also being watched.

Ness moved in May 1938. He had Dr. Sweeney brought in — not to the police station, where the arrest would be public, but to a suite at the Cleveland Hotel on Public Square. The approach was closer to a kidnapping than an invitation. Investigators found Sweeney on a street corner and essentially took him. He was so intoxicated that he had to be held for three days before he was sober enough to be questioned.

The interrogation lasted approximately ten to fourteen days. It was conducted in secret, behind closed doors, with no public announcement and no press coverage. All participants were sworn to secrecy. Four men led the questioning: Ness himself; Lieutenant David Cowles; Dr. Royal Grossman, a court psychiatrist; and Leonarde Keeler.

Keeler was the co-inventor — and the foremost practitioner — of the modern polygraph machine. He had refined the instrument from John A. Larson's original design into a portable, reliable device that measured blood pressure, pulse rate, respiration, and galvanic skin response simultaneously. He was the leading lie-detection expert in the country, and Ness had brought him from Chicago specifically for this moment. On the day of the main examination, Sweeney appeared rested and calm, dressed in a suit and tie provided by the hotel. Keeler administered two polygraph tests, asking Sweeney directly about the Torso murders — the victims, the locations, the method of killing.

Sweeney failed both tests.

Keeler was unequivocal. In an account later confirmed by Cowles in a 1983 interview with the Cleveland Police Historical Society, he told Ness: "That's your man. I might as well throw my machine out the window if I say anything different."

What happened next has become the most famous moment of the case — and one of the most devastating. According to the accounts that have survived, Ness confronted Sweeney directly. He told him that the evidence pointed to him. He told him that the polygraph confirmed it. He told him that they knew.

And Sweeney, according to multiple sources, grinned. He stood to his full height — towering over the men in the room — and he said two words.

"Prove it."

He was right. Ness could not prove it. The polygraph was not admissible in court. The circumstantial evidence — Sweeney's medical background, his proximity to Kingsbury Run, his physical capabilities, his timeline — was suggestive but not conclusive. There was no murder weapon, no witness, no confession, no forensic link between Sweeney and any of the victims. And any attempt to bring charges would be met with the full political fury of Congressman Martin Sweeney, who would frame the prosecution as a politically motivated persecution of his family.

Ness released him.

Two court-ordered psychiatric evaluations in 1938 found Sweeney legally sane. Shortly after his release, he checked himself into a veterans' rehabilitation facility. From that point forward, he would spend the rest of his life in and out of institutions — veterans' hospitals, psychiatric facilities, rehabilitation centres, scattered across the country. Whether he institutionalised himself, or whether his family arranged it to prevent further killings without the scandal of a trial, has never been definitively established. What is known is that from August 1938 onward, Francis Sweeney was never again a free man for any sustained period.

The murders stopped.

 [image: Cleveland Torso Murder police report]A police report from the Torso murder investigation. Despite interviewing over 10,000 suspects and the prime suspect failing two polygraph tests, no one was ever charged.
 

Chapter Seven
 The Burning

 Before the murders stopped, there was one more act — one final convulsion of violence and desperation that would stain Eliot Ness's reputation forever.

In the spring and summer of 1938, while the secret interrogation of Sweeney was underway, two more victims appeared. On April 8, a young labourer walking to work in the Cleveland Flats spotted the lower half of a woman's leg on the banks of the Cuyahoga River. On May 2, two burlap bags containing her bisected torso, thighs, and feet were found floating in the river east of the West Third Street Bridge. Coroner Samuel Gerber detected morphine in her system — the only victim in the entire series found with drugs. Her head was never found. She was never identified.

Then, on August 16, 1938, three scrap collectors foraging at the city dump on the lakefront made the discovery that would break the case open — or, more precisely, break Eliot Ness.

They found two bodies — the eleventh and twelfth officially recognised victims of the Mad Butcher. The dump site was at the intersection of East 9th Street and Lakeside Avenue. The first victim was a woman. Her torso had been wrapped in a man's double-breasted blue blazer, then wrapped again in an old, threadbare quilt. Her legs and arms had been placed in a recently constructed makeshift wooden box, wrapped in brown butcher paper and held together with rubber bands. Her head, similarly wrapped, was found nearby. In an unusual departure from the killer's pattern, the head and hands were recovered with the body — the only time this occurred in the entire series. The second victim was a man, decapitated, his head stuffed in a tin can. He had been dead for seven to nine months — killed much earlier than the woman, though deposited at the same location.

The location of the discovery was, by any interpretation, a taunt. The East 9th Street dump was within plain sight of Eliot Ness's office at Cleveland City Hall. The killer had placed his victims where Ness could practically see them from his desk. Whether or not it was deliberate — and most investigators believed it was — the message was unmistakable. I am here. You cannot stop me. I am putting my work on your doorstep.

Two days later, on August 18, 1938, Ness responded.

At 12:40 AM, he personally led a force of thirty-five police officers and detectives into the shantytowns of Kingsbury Run. The convoy — eleven squad cars, two police vans, and three fire trucks — rolled south through the ravine. It was a raid, a military-style operation with Ness at its head, moving through the camps with flashlights and badges and the authority of a man who had run out of better ideas. The operation covered the ravine from end to end.

Approximately three hundred squatters were roused from their shelters and evicted. Sixty-three were arrested on charges of vagrancy — the crime of being poor and homeless in the wrong place at the wrong time. Each was fingerprinted and their identities recorded; Ness's stated rationale was that by documenting the transient population, future victims might be identified more quickly. The real purpose, critics noted, was less bureaucratic and more brutal. The shanties — the shelters made of scrap wood and tin and cardboard that were the only homes these people had — were doused with kerosene and set alight.

The burning lasted through the night. The fire trucks that had accompanied the convoy were not there to fight fires. They were there to manage them — to ensure the burning stayed within the ravine and did not spread to the residential streets above. By dawn, approximately one hundred shanties had been reduced to ash. The residents — many of them families, many of them people who had lost everything to the Depression and had nothing left but the lean-tos they slept in — stood at the edges of the ravine and watched their homes burn. Some carried bundles of possessions they had managed to grab before the kerosene was poured. Others stood empty-handed, watching the orange light flicker against the concrete walls of the railroad bridges and the bare steel of the switching yards. The air smelled of kerosene and charred wood and something worse — the acrid chemical smell of burning tar paper and rubber and all the scavenged materials that desperate people use to build shelters against the cold.

The newspapers were savage. The Cleveland Press, which had been broadly supportive of Ness throughout his tenure, called the raid "misguided zeal" and compared it to one of the city's worst civil-rights violations — the mass arrests of Cleveland's Chinese population during a gang war in the 1920s. Other papers were less polite. Editorials pointed out the grotesque irony: the man who was supposed to catch a killer who preyed on the homeless had instead declared war on the homeless themselves. Ness had punished the victims because he could not catch the perpetrator. The shantytowns burned, and the Butcher — if Ness was right about Sweeney — was already safely behind the walls of a veterans' hospital.

There are two ways to read the shantytown raid. The charitable interpretation is that Ness believed the killer selected his victims from the transient population of Kingsbury Run, and that by dispersing that population, he was eliminating the victim pool and preventing future murders. There is some logic to this. The murders did stop after August 1938 — though whether this was because of the raid, because of Sweeney's institutionalisation, or because of some other factor entirely, nobody can say with certainty.

The less charitable interpretation — and the one that history has largely settled on — is that Ness was desperate. He had spent two years on the biggest case of his career and had nothing to show for it. The press was turning on him. The public was losing faith. The killer was taunting him. And so he did the one thing he could do: he took action, even if the action was misdirected, even if it hurt the wrong people, even if it solved nothing. He burned the shantytowns because he could not catch the Butcher, and burning something was better than burning nothing.

It was the defining failure of his life. The vagrants who had been arrested were fingerprinted and their identities recorded — information that would, in theory, help investigators identify future victims more quickly. In practice, it made no difference. The Butcher's victims were not drawn from a fixed population that could be catalogued and tracked. They were drawn from a river of human misery that flowed through the city regardless of whether the shantytowns stood or burned. Dispersing the camps did not protect the vulnerable. It merely scattered them into doorways and underpasses and rail yards across the city, where they were, if anything, more isolated and more vulnerable than they had been in the camps.

The man who had been too righteous to be bribed in Chicago had become the man who burned the homes of the homeless in Cleveland. The Untouchable had touched the wrong people.

 [image: A Depression-era shantytown, 1936]A Hooverville shantytown during the Great Depression. On August 18, 1938, Ness led a midnight raid on the Kingsbury Run camps, evicting 300 squatters and burning approximately 100 shanties — an act widely condemned as cruel and desperate.
 

Chapter Eight
 The Postcards

 The aftermath was long and bitter.

Frank Dolezal — a bricklayer born in Bohemia in 1887, who had lived with Flo Polillo in the early 1930s and was known to have frequented the same Roaring Third taverns as both Polillo and Edward Andrassy — was arrested on July 5, 1939, by the Cuyahoga County Sheriff's office, more than a year after the last murder. The arrest was not made by the Cleveland police. It was made by Sheriff Martin O'Donnell, who had hired a private detective named Pat Lyons to investigate the murders independently, eager for a resolution that the city police had failed to provide. Lyons had focused on Dolezal after identifying a tavern frequented by multiple victims — and by Dolezal himself. O'Donnell's men searched a room Dolezal had previously rented and found stains on the floor and on a knife. Lyons had his chemist brother analyse them; the results showed human blood.

Dolezal, who was fifty-two years old and five feet eight inches tall, was interrogated for two days under harsh conditions by sheriff's deputies. He gave three separate confessions to killing Polillo, each one different from the last, claiming self-defence after she attacked him with a knife. The lead detective on the case later wrote in his memoirs that it was "the first time that I've ever known anyone to confess to a crime that didn't know the details of the crime to which he was confessing." Dolezal retracted all three confessions, saying they had been beaten out of him.

On August 24, 1939, Dolezal was found dead in his cell at Cuyahoga County Jail, supposedly hanged. The official ruling was suicide, but the circumstances were deeply suspicious. The hook from which he had supposedly hanged himself was only five feet seven inches off the floor — an inch shorter than Dolezal's own standing height. Coroner Samuel Gerber performed the autopsy and found six broken ribs, all sustained while Dolezal was in the sheriff's custody. The bruises and fractures were inconsistent with suicide and entirely consistent with a beating. Many investigators — then and now — believe Dolezal was murdered in his cell, either to close the case or to cover up the brutality that had produced his false confessions.

Dolezal was posthumously exonerated. He had no anatomical knowledge, no surgical skill, no means to perform the precise dismemberments that characterised the Butcher's work. He was a scapegoat — a convenient suspect from the margins of society, arrested by men who needed a name more than they needed the truth. In 2010, researcher Dr. James Jessen Badal, a professor at Cuyahoga Community College who had spent two decades studying the case, formally concluded: "Frank Dolezal was not the mad butcher, nor did he commit suicide." The Cleveland Police Historical Society later commissioned a headstone for Dolezal's previously unmarked grave at West Park Cemetery.

Meanwhile, Detective Merylo continued working the case long after the official investigation wound down. He became convinced that the Butcher had not stopped killing but had simply moved — hopping freight trains along the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad line between Cleveland and western Pennsylvania. Near New Castle, Pennsylvania, in a desolate swamp that locals called "Murder Swamp," headless torso victims had been turning up since the late 1930s and into the 1940s. The parallels to the Cleveland murders were striking. Merylo investigated them for years, travelling the rail corridors, interviewing hobos and railroad workers, building a theory of a transient killer who used the nation's freight network as both transportation and hunting ground. He believed there could have been as many as forty victims across Cleveland, Pittsburgh, and Youngstown from the 1920s to the 1950s. The Baltimore and Ohio Railroad connected all of these cities.

Nobody listened.

As for Ness, the Torso case was the beginning of the end. His reputation, built on the incandescent success of the Chicago years, dimmed steadily in Cleveland. His marriage to Edna ended in divorce in 1938. He married a second time, to Evaline McAndrew, in 1939; that marriage also ended in divorce, in 1945. There was social drinking that became less social and more drinking. In 1942, at approximately 4:45 AM on a March morning, Ness was involved in a hit-and-run automobile accident on the West Shoreway. He had been drinking. He drove home, unaware that the other driver had noted his distinctive license plate — EN-1, impossible to miss. A local newspaper identified him the next day. The incident was not criminal — no one was seriously hurt — but it was devastating to the image of the incorruptible lawman. The man who could not be bought had been caught fleeing a collision in the small hours of the morning. He stepped down as Safety Director in May 1942.

He left Cleveland. He ran for mayor in 1947 and lost badly. He drifted through a series of business ventures, none of them successful. He married a third time, to Elisabeth Anderson Seaver, and moved to Coudersport, Pennsylvania — a small town in the mountains, about as far from the spotlight as a man could get — where they lived in near-poverty.

And then the postcards began.

Starting in the early 1950s, Eliot Ness began receiving bizarre, taunting postcards in the mail. They were rambling, sometimes incoherent, sometimes eerily specific. They referenced the Torso murders. They referenced Ness personally. They were signed with variations of the same name: "F.E. Sweeney, paranoidal nemesis." Other cards bore the signature "F.E. Sweeney, M.D." Five of these postcards survive today, held at the Western Reserve Historical Society in Cleveland, where they were donated by Ness's daughter-in-law in the 1970s along with his other personal papers.

Francis Sweeney had never been publicly named as a suspect. He had never been charged. His interrogation at the Cleveland Hotel had been conducted in total secrecy — all participants had been sworn to silence. The story remained hidden for decades, until David Cowles gave an interview to the Cleveland Police Historical Society in 1983. Cowles refused to name names directly, but he gave enough details — the suspect was a doctor, with a cousin who was a congressman — to make the identification unmistakable. And yet here, decades earlier, were postcards arriving at Ness's home from a man who clearly knew exactly what had happened in that hotel suite. The postcards were, in their strange and tortured way, a continuation of the confrontation that had begun with "Prove it." Sweeney was reminding Ness that he was still out there. That he had won.

Ness died on May 16, 1957, of a heart attack, at the age of fifty-four. He was nearly broke. He had just approved the final galleys of a book — The Untouchables, a memoir co-written with Oscar Fraley that recounted his glory days in Chicago. He never saw it published. The book came out weeks after his death and became a sensation, spawning the television series and later the film that made Ness a legend. He died forgotten and was resurrected as a myth.

Francis Sweeney died on July 9, 1964, at the Veterans' Hospital in Dayton, Ohio. He had been diagnosed as schizophrenic in 1956. He was never charged with any crime related to the Torso murders. He was seventy years old. He was buried at Calvary Cemetery in Cleveland, in a plot marked with the name "McGreevy" — his nameplate left blank, as though even in death he could not be identified.

The case has never been officially solved. In 2024, the Cuyahoga County Medical Examiner's Office partnered with the DNA Doe Project — a nonprofit specialising in investigative genetic genealogy — to exhume unidentified victims from unmarked graves in a potter's field at Memorial Park Cemetery in Highland Hills, Ohio. Two bodies have been exhumed so far: the Tattooed Man, whose death mask was seen by a hundred thousand people at the Great Lakes Exposition and who remains nameless nearly nine decades later; and a male victim found on the lakefront near City Hall in 1938. Both are listed as "Undergoing Testing" as of late 2025. A single private donor is funding the laboratory costs. No identifications have yet been announced.

But the real legacy of the Cleveland Torso Murders is not about the killer's identity. It is about the victims' invisibility. Twelve people — at minimum — were murdered and dismembered in one of America's largest cities over a period of four years. Most of them were never identified. Nobody reported them missing. Nobody mourned them publicly. They were the people at the very bottom of the American social order — the homeless, the addicted, the sex workers, the drifters — and their deaths mattered only when they became inconvenient for the powerful.

Eliot Ness burned their homes. The Butcher took their lives. And the city of Cleveland went on, as cities do, building over the ravine and paving the paths and forgetting what lay beneath.

The ravine is still there. The railroad tracks still run through it. And twelve people — nameless, faceless, scattered in pieces across the industrial landscape of a city that could not protect them — are still waiting for someone to say who they were.

 [image: Cleveland Torso Murder exhibit poster]A poster from an exhibit on the Cleveland Torso Murders. The case was never officially solved. In 2024, DNA testing began on the unidentified victims — an attempt, after nearly 90 years, to give the nameless their names.
 

Timeline

 September 5, 1934 — The "Lady of the Lake": the lower half of a woman's torso washes ashore on Lake Erie near Bratenahl. Skin has been chemically treated. She is never identified. Later retroactively considered the first victim.

 September 23, 1935 — Two teenage boys discover the decapitated bodies of Edward Andrassy (age 28) and an unidentified man on Jackass Hill in Kingsbury Run. Both have been drained of blood. Andrassy is identified via fingerprints.

 January 26, 1936 — Remains of Florence "Flo" Polillo, 42, are found in bushel baskets behind a building at East 20th Street. Her head is never recovered. She is identified through fingerprints — the third and last victim to be positively identified.

 June 5, 1936 — The "Tattooed Man" is discovered in Kingsbury Run. A death mask is created and displayed at the Great Lakes Exposition; over 100,000 view it. He is never identified.

 September 10, 1936 — The sixth victim is found in a stagnant pool near East 37th Street. The case goes national. Newspapers dub the killer "The Mad Butcher of Kingsbury Run." Mayor Burton makes the case Eliot Ness's top priority.

 December 1935 — Eliot Ness is appointed Cleveland Safety Director by Mayor Harold Burton. He assigns a 20-detective unit to the Torso case full-time.

 February – July 1937 — Three more victims are found: an unidentified woman on the Lake Erie shore, the skeletal remains of Rose Wallace under the Lorain-Carnegie Bridge, and a man's gutted torso in the Cuyahoga River.

 May 1938 — Dr. Francis Sweeney is secretly interrogated at the Cleveland Hotel. Polygraph inventor Leonard Keeler administers two lie-detector tests. Sweeney fails both. "That's your man," Keeler tells Ness. Sweeney responds: "Prove it." He is released.

 August 16, 1938 — The final two victims are found at the East 9th Street lakefront dump — within sight of Ness's office at City Hall.

 August 18, 1938 — Ness leads a midnight raid on the Kingsbury Run shantytowns. Approximately 300 squatters are evicted, 63 arrested for vagrancy, and 100 shanties are burned. The murders stop.

 July 5, 1939 — Frank Dolezal, a bricklayer who once lived with Flo Polillo, is arrested and confesses. He retracts immediately, claiming the confession was beaten out of him.

 August 24, 1939 — Dolezal is found dead in his jail cell, officially ruled a suicide. The circumstances — a hook barely taller than the man, broken ribs, extensive bruising — suggest he was murdered in custody. He is posthumously exonerated.

 1950s–1957 — Sweeney sends taunting postcards to Ness, signed "F.E. Sweeney, paranoidal nemesis."

 May 16, 1957 — Eliot Ness dies of a heart attack at age 54, nearly penniless, in Coudersport, Pennsylvania. The Untouchables is published weeks later, making him famous posthumously.

 July 9, 1964 — Dr. Francis Sweeney dies in a veterans' hospital, age 70. He was never charged.

 2024 — The Cuyahoga County Medical Examiner partners with the DNA Doe Project to exhume and identify unidentified victims through genetic genealogy.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 The Cleveland Torso Murders is a dramatised historical narrative based on documented events. The chronology, key figures, and factual framework are grounded in primary sources and historical scholarship; dialogue and some scene detail are imaginatively reconstructed to bring the story to life.

 ***
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 Badal, James Jessen — In the Wake of the Butcher: Cleveland's Torso Murders, Kent State University Press, 2001 (revised edition 2013)
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 ***

 This book is part of Vol. 3: Cold Cases in the HistorIQly Books series — real history, told as narrative nonfiction.
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