
The Myers-Taylor Case: 

 A timeline of newspaper coverage 

Compiled by Terry Rang for the Mahanoy Area Historical Society 
Pennsylvania newspapers covered extensively the Mary and Elsie Myers’ poisoning case and 
Robert W. Taylor’s crimes from the late 1800s through the early 1900s. Here is a timeline of 
coverage with summaries and quotes from newspaper articles, plus a few other details based 
on documents. The date that leads each item is when the event occurred. At the end of each 
item is the source and the publication date.  

1888 

Jan. 13 -- Robert W. Taylor and brother-in-law James G. Boate were charged with breaking into A.R. 
Durham's drug store, where Taylor had worked until October 1887 and had a key to the store. In 
November 1887, he was hired by Dr. James S. Brusstar, Birdsboro, whose store was also burglarized. 
Taylor was a suspect in that case. About $500 worth of surgical instruments and materials were stolen 
from the stores. Taylor, who was married, was boarding with Boate at 115 Norton St. Bricks had been 
thrown through the Durham's drug store windows a dozen or more times within the two months before 
the arrest. Police believed Taylor threw the bricks. Reading Times, Jan. 13  

Jan. 14 -- Boate waived his hearing before Alderman Brownwell and was returned to jail under $1,000 
bail. Reading Times, Jan. 16 

Jan. 15 -- Police found postage stamps, postcards and stamped envelopes likely stolen from rooms at 
the YMCA, a burglary credited to Taylor. A watch was also taken, and police were trying to determine if 
it was the gold watch found with Taylor's belongings. Officers had suspected Taylor in the Durham 
window smashing because he was often seen loitering there. He and Boate were seen together in that 
area. After leaving Fix's barber shop together, it was overheard that one said to the other, "I guess 
they're all in bed by this time." Police kept a watch on both men for several weeks. After meeting with 
Brusstar and learning Taylor had a key to that store, police eventually got a search warrant and found 
the stolen items. On Jan. 15, Taylor told Sgt. Matz he was innocent but knew who did it. "No amount of 
questioning or coaxing, however, would induce him to divulge the name of the party." Reading Times, 
Jan. 16 

March 20 -- Taylor and Boate were indicted for burglarizing Durham's store on South Fifth Street and 
Brusstar's store in Birdsboro. Brusstar testified that items were taken from his store Jan. 6 and found 
hidden at the accused's residence. Durham testified that Taylor left his employment without any 
apparent cause. He valued the stolen items at $2,000. A letter written by Taylor and found among 
clothing in his cell was introduced in court. Taylor wrote to his father, pleading with him to be in the city 
park on a certain April night to help him escape. Taylor said he would throw a stone over the wall, and 
his father should tie a rope to it and throw it back. "If you don't assist me, I will try some other way if it 
costs my life and someone else's. Answer when I'm tried. Send me religious books and put the answer in 
the back. There will be no suspicion. If you won't do this, send me a piece of steel one foot long and 1 



1/4 inches wide. I hope you won't go back on me like my wife did." The letter created a sensation in the 
courtroom when presented. Reading Times, March 21  

March 21 -- The case went to the jury. The belief was Taylor would be convicted, but Boate might be 
acquitted. Mrs. Boate testified her husband was home all night when Brusstar's store was burglarized. 
She said the items found in her home belonged to Taylor.  Mrs. Taylor also testified that the items 
belonged to her husband, but she didn't know they had been stolen. Boate denied the allegations. 
Taylor testified that perfume bottles found in his home were his and not Durham's. Taylor had also 
written a letter to Brusstar after the burglary, which was submitted in court. He said he was returning 
the store key, which he sent with the letter, so as not to be suspected of the burglary, and that he was 
sorry that Santa Claus visited. The court wouldn't let the defense submit a letter written by Taylor to his 
sister on Jan. 16, in which he claimed Boate was innocent. Reading Times, March 22  

March 22 -- Taylor, about 24, was convicted of the burglaries. Boate was acquitted. Judge Ermentrout 
sentenced Taylor to three years in prison for the Durham case and two years for the Brusstar burglary. 
Taylor's mother and sister were in court for the verdict and broke down when the sentence was 
announced. "If he had been tried and convicted of a number of other robberies with which he has been 
charged, he would perhaps spend the next decade behind the bars." The police chief and two sergeants 
who handled the case were in line for a $300 reward. The store owners were given their stolen property 
back. Reading Times, March 23  

May 2 -- At the Board of Prison Inspectors meeting, Taylor was reported to be knitting stockings in 
prison. Reading Times, May 3  

June 22 -- Taylor and cellmate Edward Youse, also in for burglary, tried to escape from the Berks County 
Prison. Taylor used a file to make a hole large enough for a man to get through. He almost made it, but a 
watchman discovered them. They were sent to an iron-clad cell.  Reading Times, June 22 

1889    

March 28 -- Taylor's father, John, was reported to be circulating a petition for his son's pardon, saying 
his health is failing in prison. Reading Times, March 28 

April 16 -- An application for the pardon was to be made on this date on the ground of declining health. 
Reading Times, April 2  

April 18 -- The application for pardon was being held under advisement by the Pardon Board. Taylor was 
represented by attorney William B. Bechtel. Durham and District Attorney Grant filed protests. Reading 
Times, April 18  

April 25 -- The Board of Pardons in a secret meeting refused to grant Taylor's pardon. Reading Times, 
April 26  

Dec. 3 -- Taylor, still confined to the iron-clad cell, wanted to be transferred to the kitchen. He offered 
several inspectors $25 if they would make the transfer, but they wouldn't. Reading Times, Dec. 3 

1890    



July 2 -- Taylor was reported on the sick list during the July meeting of the Board of Prison Inspectors. 
Reading Times, July 3 

1891    

June 9 -- Taylor attempted to escape from prison. He had been sent to the third floor of the tram room 
to assort wool and shortly after jumped from a window to the roof of the engine house, ran along the 
edge of the roof to where a tinsmith's ladder was standing and tried to reach the wall surrounding the 
prison. The ladder was too short, and his absence was soon noticed. He was nabbed and locked up 
again. Reading Times, June 10 

Nov. 11 -- Swollen glands on Taylor's left side of his neck were reported to have decreased so much that 
the prison doctor was not going to operate on them. At the last prison board meeting, they had granted 
the doctor authority to hire an assistant for the operation. Reading Times, Nov. 11 

1892    

March 13 -- Taylor successfully escaped from the Berks County Prison after two earlier failed attempts. 
Headlines call it "A Daring Jail Escape: Third Attempt of Robert W. Taylor, the drug store burglar, a 
successful one. Through a 30-Inch Wall. Made Ladders Out of Window Frames and a Rope of Stocking 
Yarn. Descends from East Tower. One of the cleanest jobs ever accomplished at the Berks County Prison. 
After reaching the outside, he visits his father's house on North Ninth Street. The old gentleman refuses 
to admit the officers." Taylor had served nearly four years of his five-year sentence at that point. A 
prison engineer saw a ladder on a coal heap in a corner of the yard resting against the wall around 6 
a.m. He sounded the alarm and immediately surmised it was Taylor, and went to his cell, No. 37 on the 
second tier of the new department in the northwest corner of the wing. The floor was covered with 
huge stones, plaster and dirt, and a large hole was found in the northwest corner, just below the eaves 
of the roof. It was irregular shaped about a yard at the widest point and two feet at the narrowest, 
tapering down to 15 x 12 inches on the outside. A small bench was found on top of the bedding on the 
wood cot. They found the blade from a large shears, a table knife blade, and a piece of heavy tin. The 
knife and tin were in handles wrapped with rope. A pillowcase was filled with mortar. The plaster was 
cut from the wall carefully so it could be replaced if the job wasn’t' done by morning. Taylor used cords 
from the cell's ventilator that he fastened to the window covering to lower himself out of the hole. The 
cords were three feet long, and Taylor was less than six feet tall, so his drop to the ground was about 11 
feet. His escape from there was also elaborate. He climbed several buildings, eventually getting to the 
roof of the boiler house, which adjoined another building where wool, yarn and other materials were 
stored. He entered through a window and found new window frames that he tied together with stocking 
yarn to make a ladder. He lowered it though an attic window. The ladder apparently didn't hold him 
because it was bent apart. He went back to the same building and built another ladder using fewer and 
longer window frames and stocking yarn. He also took off his striped prison uniform. He placed that 
ladder against the tower, climbed to the top, fastened one end of a rope to the tower and threw the 
other end over the wall into the city park below. Knots in the rope served as a ladder as he descended.  
He then went to his father's house on North Ninth Street. It's believed he escaped before 5 o'clock. 
Prison inspectors and police went to the father's house as soon as they learned of the escape. Taylor's 
father refused to let them in, but told them his son had been there earlier, drank a cup of coffee and 
left. Officers were stationed at the house in case he was still inside, and the nearby mountains were 



searched. They again tried to get in the house but were refused, so they decided to get a search warrant 
in the morning. Prison officials believed Taylor worked on escaping the cell Saturday night because the 
cell had been thoroughly searched that afternoon after a fellow prisoner said Taylor stole something 
from him. The warden believed Taylor would try to leave the country for England as he had spoken 
many times about going there after his release and had written to his father and a sister about it. 
Reading Times, March 14  

   

March 14 -- Taylor's father was charged with harboring and aiding and abetting an escaped convict. He 
was released on $1,000 bail.  His arrest came after police searched the home on a warrant and found 
prison underclothing and a chest protector. Photos of Taylor were circulated in the region, but police 
believed he was still in the Reading area. Reading Times, March 14 

Aug. 9 -- Five months later, Taylor was captured in Lebanon and sent back to Berks County Prison. He 
was seen on a Lebanon Valley freight train by a railroad brakeman, who sent a telegram to authorities at 
the next stop in Myerstown. He was asleep when he was arrested at gunpoint. He was put back in an 
iron-clad cell.  When he was found, Taylor was well dressed and had $119 in cash, a blackjack, dirk, 
revolver, a gold and a silver watch, a diamond collar button, a diamond horseshoe scarf pin, a razor, a 
diary and a fancy red cloth bag. He was reported to be cool and collected and had little to say. He 
claimed to not have seen his parents since he broke out of jail in March.  He told police that after his 
escape he took the early passenger train at Seventh and Cherry streets and went to Canada. Tiring of 
that country, he went to Europe, claiming he spent time in Scotland, Ireland, England and Germany, 
where he said he was treated by the celebrated Dr. Koch. He had gained 30 pounds since his escape. He 
told them he was asleep when he was arrested, or he would never have been captured. He claimed he 
was only in the country 10 days when he was arrested and was on his way west. However, police do not 
believe he ever left the United States. They had connected him to burglaries in Philadelphia because a 
tintype photo of him was found in a boarding house that had been burglarized.  The police chief said he 
found clues that Taylor was in St. Louis at some point and that a short time ago visited his parents in 
Reading. Taylor was wearing a railroaders' blouse, overalls and a red handkerchief when arrested, but at 
the station house, he took them off and gave them to a lodger waiting to go to the county almshouse. 
Beneath those clothes he had on "a neat and dressy-looking black suit."  Reading Times, Aug. 9 and 10 

Dec. 1 -- Taylor's parents asked the Board of Prison Inspectors to grant commutation to their son. E.H. 
Deysher, Esq., made a strong plea for it as well. The board refused. Reading Times, Dec. 2  

Dec. 14 -- Taylor was sentenced by Judge Ermentrout to one year imprisonment to begin upon the 
expiration of his current term. During the sentencing, the courtroom was standing room only. Attorney 
Deysher appealed for clemency, assuring the court that Taylor would leave "for some distant point" and 
lead an upright life and make an honest living after finishing his current sentence. The assistant DA 
didn't favor clemency but left it up to the court. It was reported that Taylor walked before the judge in a 
defiant manner but grew nervous when the sentence was handed down. His family walked with the 
handcuffed Taylor and Sheriff Becker to the prison van outside. Family members kissed him farewell as a 
crowd formed. Taylor remarked, "I ain't dead yet, and there ain't a man in the county that can handle 
me singlehanded. They can handcuff me, but they can't kill me. I will get even with them all yet." He also 
had a back-and-forth conversation with Becker with his family joining in.  Reading Times, Dec. 15 



1893    

Jan. 28 -- Philadelphia officials visited Taylor in prison concerning a burglary he is alleged to have 
committed while a fugitive. Reading Times, Jan. 28  

April 5 -- The Rev. W.Y. Chapman of Olivet Presbyterian Church asked the prison board for clemency for 
Taylor. He said Taylor's parents are aging, and Taylor could provide comfort and support to them. If 
released, he and his family would return to their old home in Scotland. Taylor's mother and sister also 
attended to make the appeal. President Obold said the board could not grant a pardon but would give 
commutation at the proper time. Taylor still had four months and 12 days to serve on the original 
sentence and a year for the escape. Reading Times, April 6 

May 3 -- Taylor's parents asked the board again to commute their son's sentence. They were told to 
apply to the pardon board. Reading Times, May 4  

July 5 -- The Board of Prison Inspectors granted a one-month commutation of Taylor's sentencing on the 
burglary charges, leaving one year and 15 days for escape still to be served. Reading Times, July 6  

Aug. 17 -- A notice of an application for pardon was reported to have been submitted for Taylor. 
Reading Times, Aug. 16 

Sept. 23 -- Taylor's case was to come up before the Board of Pardons the following Tuesday. If he is 
granted the pardon, the Philadelphia police were ready to take him to that city on several serious 
charges. Reading Times, Sept. 23  

Oct. 25 -- The Board of Pardons refused Taylor's application. Reading Times, Oct. 25  

1894  

June 17 -- Taylor, who served five years and 10 months for burglary and jail breaking, was released from 
prison at 6:15 p.m. The article noted that his plans had not been fully determined, but his father 
contemplated going back to Scotland with his family if he can dispose of his property in Reading. 
Reading Times, June 18 

1897    

Jan. 12 -- John B. Taylor, Robert's father, died from a strangulated hernia at his Reading home. He was 
67 and had been ill since Christmas. He was born in England and had come to the U.S. 45 years ago, 
which would have been 1852. He lived in Allentown until moving to Reading 28 years before his death. 
Survivors listed in the obituary were his wife, Anna; son John B., Iowa; daughters, Mrs. Jesse Boate, Mrs. 
Thomas Mitchell, Bethlehem; Mrs. L.M. Boyer, Chambersburg; Misses Bertha and Matilda Taylor, 
Reading; and six grandchildren. Robert was not included. Reading Times, Jan. 13 

1899    

March 19 -- Franklin Myers, formerly of Myerstown, dies in Mahanoy City at age 63. He was to be buried 
in Myerstown. The Daily News, Lebanon, March 21  



Myers, a Mahanoy City druggist, died suddenly in his store from heart failure. He had been a borough 
resident for 32 years. His wife and two children survive.  The Evening Herald, Shenandoah, March 20  

Myers, a prominent druggist, died suddenly in his store at 29 W. Centre St. He had just returned from 
dinner and was talking to undertaker D.B. Schaeffer. He apparently was in the best of health. Suddenly, 
and without a moan, he fell to the floor unconscious. He was one of the pioneer residents of Mahanoy 
City, where he had long been in business and by honest methods had made many friends who will 
mourn his sudden demise. He is survived by a widow and two children.  Miners Journal, Pottsville, March 
20  

March 21 – Myers’ funeral will be held Thursday, with short services at his home, and then his body will 
be transported by train to Myerstown. Miners Journal, March 21  

March 23 – Myers’ funeral was held in Myerstown. He was noted as one of the oldest members of Mt. 
Lebanon Lodge No. 226, Free and Accepted Mason, Lebanon. The Daily News, Lebanon, March 23  

The funeral was held at the family’s Mahanoy City residence by Rev. G.M. Bock, pastor of the German 
Lutheran Church, and Rev. Otho Brant, pastor of the Episcopal Church. In Myerstown, the services were 
held at United Brethren Church. The Evening Herald, March 23 

1900    

Aug. 22 -- Robert W. Taylor, 36, and Mary Myers, 44, were wed in Girardville by George Mack. The 
marriage license lists Taylor's address as his parents’ residence in Reading. It notes the date of Myers' 
husband's death and Taylor's divorce from first wife, Tillie, which a newspaper report shows was June 8, 
1892. It lists Allentown as Taylor's birthplace. Marriage license, Berks County 

Sept. 12 -- Elsie Myers, 14, daughter of Mary Myers and Taylor's stepdaughter, dies suddenly in 
Mahanoy City. An autopsy of some of her organs was to be conducted that night in Philadelphia. The 
Evening Herald, Sept. 13 

Elsie Myers died under mysterious circumstances at noon. On Sept. 11, she and her mother, Mary 
Myers, visited a neighbor, ate plums and drank a small amount of ice water. They both complained of 
not feeling well when they went home but did not seek medical care. They went to bed at 10:30 p.m. 
This morning, Elsie suffered violent convulsions, doctors were called, but were unable to relieve her. She 
died around noon in great agony. The stomach was removed and taken to Philadelphia for analysis. 
Miners Journal, Sept. 13  

After Elsie drank the water, she noticed a peculiar "sweetly bitter" taste and asked her mom to try it. 
Mrs. Myers drank some water and said, "It does taste strange." Both almost immediately began 
vomiting. The mother was saved. During the illness, Taylor "looked greatly affected," but didn't offer 
advice or administer any antidotes for poisoning.  He had once struck Charlie across the face. Taylor also 
once asked an attorney who frequented the store "What would become of an estate left by a person 
who had only one parent and a brother?" The Call, Schuylkill Haven, Sept. 21  

Sept. 14 – Taylor, managing druggist at Mrs. Myers’ store, left for Allentown on this day, failing to attend 
Elsie's funeral, which was that morning. Elsie was buried in Myerstown. (Her gravestone has her name as 
Mary Elsie Myers.) Taylor and Myers secret marriage was mentioned in the article. Police sent telegrams 



to other departments seeking Taylor's arrest on suspicion of causing the girl's death. The Evening Herald, 
Sept. 15 

Sept. 15 -- Taylor was arrested in Mahanoy City, after returning from South Bethlehem, and was 
reported to be indignant about it, saying he had no intention to flee, or he wouldn’t' t have returned. 
Taylor was jailed in Cell No. 7 at the Schuylkill County Prison. "Taylor does not look like a man who 
would be guilty of such a fiendish act. He is about 35 years of age, dresses well, wears a moustache and 
has an open countenance." Taylor is reported to have disliked Elsie Myers and given her medicine that 
always made her worse instead of better. The article says he was charged with poisoning Elsie. Miners 
Journal, Sept. 17 

When Taylor returned to Mahanoy City, late this afternoon, a warrant was awaiting him. It was issued by 
Magistrate Alex May at the insistence of Coroner C.C. Bleiler. The article said arsenic was suspected in 
the girl's death. It also noted how the town was in a fever over the tragedy. It said Taylor came to 
Mahanoy City about a year ago. He denied he was arrested in the Berks burglaries, saying it was a 
cousin. Several weeks ago in a Philadelphia paper, a query was published asking if an estate would 
revert to the widow when the children died. "This query appeared over the name of a prominent 
businessman of town, who vigorously denies ever having written it." Philadelphia Inquirer, Sept. 18 

At a preliminary inquest hearing, it was said the girl and her mother visited the house of Mrs. H. 
Richardson. After returning home, the girl drank a glass of water from the refrigerator and told her 
mother it tasted peculiar and later became ill. The family physician and a consulting physician were 
called to the home, and the patient lapsed into a state of violent convulsion and never recovered. An 
autopsy was done by Coroner Bleiler, assisted by Deputy Coroner John R. Bissell and several local 
physicians.  At the inquest, Dr. Sherman, who did the autopsy, testified that he found the intestines 
discolored, which could be caused by arsenic. The viscera were extracted and sealed in a jar and 
delivered by Bissell to Professor G.H. Meeker of the Medico-Chi, Philadelphia, for chemical analysis. The 
article reported that Frank Myers left an estate variously estimated between $20,000 and $30,000 to be 
divided among his wife and two children, Charlie and Elsie. Philadelphia Inquirer, Sept 18. 

At a preliminary hearing, testimony showed Taylor had been previously jailed in Reading. Testimony also 
revealed that Mrs. Myers had told a neighbor: "Certainly we were poisoned. I owe my life to the fact 
that I did not drink so much of the stuff as Elsie." This article also reported on the marriage license for 
Myers and Taylor, noting his divorce from his first wife while he was a fugitive. Reading Times, Sept. 18  

Sept. 16 -- Taylor spent the Sabbath consulting with his lawyers, W.J. Whitehouse and John F.  Dolphin. 
Miners Journal, Sept. 17  

Sept. 17 -- His lawyers planned to apply for a habeas corpus hearing. It would be his only chance to be 
freed before the next criminal court term because the charge against him did not allow bail. It is alleged 
he was on friendly or even intimate terms with Mrs. Myers but disliked her daughter. For some time, it 
is alleged that Elsie was taking medicine from Taylor, which always made her worse instead of better. 
After Elsie's death, Taylor was told not to leave Mahanoy City until a verdict on the cause of death was 
reached, but he left for South Bethlehem on Sept. 14. He returned voluntarily on Saturday and was 
taken into custody because authorities considered it unsafe to leave him at large. Story says the charge 
against him "practically amounts to murder" but gave no specifics on what the charge was. Miners 
Journal, Sept. 17  



Testimony was given before the coroner's jury by Mrs. Myers. She went further than any published 
accounts about Taylor's attempted poisoning of her daughter. From her testimony, it appeared he was 
also trying to poison her son, Charles, 17. She said Charles took ill with vomiting several times in the past 
six weeks after taking medicine given by Taylor and that he became sick whenever he drank water from 
the cooler in Taylor's office. T.L. Patterson was appointed as Charles' guardian, and Harrison Ball, was 
named the same for Elsie. The Evening Herald, Sept. 18 

Mrs. Myers admitted being married to Taylor during the inquest. She also testified that Taylor had 
talked roughly to Elsie on occasions and had struck Charlie. She said Taylor had asked about her 
husband’s estate and was enraged when he found she made inqueries into his past.  She said he dogged 
her footsteps when Elsie's guardian looked into the ingredients of the medicine Taylor prescribed for the 
girl. Attorney R.P. Swank, Mrs. Myers’ and her children's attorney, said Taylor once asked if a minor 
could make a will, and he told him no.  Taylor became acquainted with Mrs. Myers by answering a want 
ad for a manager for her late husband's drug store. Reading Times, Sept. 19  

Sept. 18 -- Mrs. Myers, Charles and Elsie were each to inherit a third of Franklin Myers' estate, which 
was valued at $20,000. Mrs. Myers reportedly refused to believe rumors of her new husband’s criminal 
past. Reading Times, Sept. 18 

Sept. 28 -- The analysis of Elsie's stomach so far has not shown any presence of mineral poison, 
according to a chemist who did an independent analysis. The official chemist had not yet forwarded his 
report. The brain, liver and other organs had been sent for analysis. The family employed Hamlin  & 
Morrison, analytical chemists, of Second and Chestnut streets, Philadelphia, to do an independent test. 
He was given half the portions of the organs. After five days of testing, he failed to find any trace of 
metallic poison. Lebanon Daily News, Sept. 28  

Oct. 5 -- Dr. G.H. Meeker forwarded his report to Deputy Coroner Bissell, stating he found poison in such 
minute quantity that he could not say Elsie died from the poison. If poison was used, it was aconite. The 
Evening Herald, Oct. 5  

Oct. 15 -- Taylor's application to be released on bail was postponed until the following Monday, Oct. 22. 
The Evening Herald, Oct. 15 

Oct. 22 -- At the habeas corpus hearing before Judges Bechtel and Shay, the experts were undecided as 
to whether Taylor administered poison to the girl. Dr. Meeker testified it is possible and even probable 
that Elsie Myers died from the effects of poison, but he couldn't swear to that. Dr. Brendle of Mahanoy 
City said the death was a mystery based on the information, and Dr. Hermany said he also could not tell 
what caused the death. Mrs. Link, now of Mahanoy City but formerly of Shenandoah, said the girl had a 
white foam on her lips when sick, and that Taylor viewed the body and repeated the word "jubilee" 
three times. Mrs. Myers was not allowed to testify because she is Taylor's wife. The brother testified 
that Taylor gave Elsie medicine. No decision was made by the court at the hearing. The Evening Herald, 
Oct. 23 

Oct. 29 -- Judge Bechtel decided to permit Taylor to be released under a $5,000 bond. The Evening 
Herald, Oct. 29  

Dec. 5 -- Taylor was released from jail this morning after his mother, Ann, posted $3,500 in bail. 
Immediately after his release, Taylor, his mom and sister went to Mahanoy City but were refused entry 



to the drug store by Constable Edward Fogarty, who guarded the store after Mrs. Myers learned of 
Taylor's release. Taylor contacted his attorney, T.H.B. Lyon, who was allowed into the store. Lyon told 
Mrs. Myers that Taylor wanted his pharmacy diploma and some personal items. Mrs. Myers said she'd 
pack them within an hour and place the box by the stable at the rear of the home, where Taylor could 
get them. Taylor was reported to be a physical wreck, having lost 40 pounds during imprisonment. The 
only comment to the press at the time was "Mrs. Myers refused to let me in, but I will show a trick 
someday." The Evening Herald, Dec. 5 

 

1901  

Jan. 16 -- Taylor, charged with poisoning his stepdaughter and attempting to poison his wife, went to 
trial before Judge Bechtel in Schuylkill County Courtroom No. 1. The case attracted statewide attention. 
"Startling developments" are expected during the trail, which could last three to four days. W.J. 
Whitehouse, a former district attorney, and T.H.B. Lyon, a former judge, represented Taylor. John F. 
Whalen and R.P. Swank represented the Commonwealth. Deputy District Attorney Noecker wanted to 
jointly try the poisoning case with a concealed deadly weapons charge, but Taylor's counsel objected, 
saying he had no knowledge of the case and was only representing him in the other. The DA was 
directed to proceed with the poisoning case. Taylor was accompanied by his sister from Reading. He 
surveyed the audience and smiled before sitting down near his lawyers. A jury was selected, then Swank 
opened for the defense with a brief statement.  

Mary Myers was the first witness. She stated that her late husband, Frank, left an estate valued at 
$10,000-$12,000 in personal; $3,500 in real estate and $5,000 in life insurance. She said she met Taylor 
in 1899, employed him as clerk when he answered an advertisement. He continued in that position until 
September 1900. Mrs. Myers bought the drug store from the estate. On Sept. 11, Myers and Elsie visited 
neighbor Mrs. Richardson and were in good health.  The Commonwealth proposed to prove Myers and 
Elsie drank the same poisoned water and before that were in perfect health. When Myers went home 
after visiting Richardson about 10 p.m., she said Taylor did not speak to her. Elsie went through the drug 
store to the back room to the cooler for a drink of water. Myers also drank the same water shortly after 
when she noticed a peculiar bitter taste. She rinsed the glass and tried the water again with the same 
result. She then drank water from the spigot in the refrigerator, which was all right.  She went to the 
front door, where she stood for a few minutes, when Taylor said, " There is something wrong with Elsie."  
Myers said Elsie told her she was sick and tried to vomit. "I got a bucket for her; I was then taken deathly 
sick myself." The refrigerator is in the dining room.  

Dr. Brendel arrived between 10:30 and 11 p.m. He did not prescribe anything for Myers. The doctor 
came to see Elsie about 11:20 and directed her to go to bed. Dr. Hermany also arrived. Myers said her 
limbs were affected and her head felt twice the usual size. "I vomited considerable; my eyesight was so 
affected I could hardly see. Lower part of limbs were very cold and numb; something like paralysis. My 
daughter was conscious when taken upstairs; morphine powders were prescribed for me, the direction 
being to take one every two or four hours. Mr. Taylor gave two of the powders within an hour and a 
half; he had no right to do this." Myers said she got so weak that she fell twice, once when Brendel was 
there. She said Elsie vomited phlegm and froth, which soon turned into pure white. Her lips were in a 



terrible condition, almost raw. They looked like they were burnt. "Mine were very sore. Elsie had bad 
convulsions up to the time of her death at noon the next day. She was delirious."  

Myers said she married Taylor Aug. 22, 1900, and subsequently went to Reading to investigate his 
character. The defense objected to that statement. Whalen said the Commonwealth needed to show 
that when Taylor discovered this, he decided to get rid of Myers before she learned the facts about him. 
The judge ruled that Myers could state what she discovered providing she detail the information to him. 
"I told Mr. Taylor what I heard in Reading, and he became furious. He said it wasn't him; it was his 
cousin. I learned he was a convict and a divorced man. Taylor said he would be revenged and went 
upstairs to pack his trunk. He put benzine in the stove, which I thought would explode. I told him if he 
was going to leave, he should go in peace. He said he would have revent on Lawyer Swank and the 
guardians. He didn't take his trunk away."   

Under cross-examination, Myers said she decided not to live with Taylor once she discovered his past. 
She also denied that Taylor waited on her and Elsie while they were sick, but said he was about the 
room. She said he invariably gave the medicine for them to her son, Charles.  She said Elsie was not frail 
but at times nervous. She said Elsie had watermelon on Monday and ate potatoes and meat on Tuesday. 
Charles ate at the same table, and he didn't get sick. She said she told Taylor if he treated the children 
right, they would get along. She said Taylor slept at her house before they were married. She said she 
never gave him a check for $5,000 or any amount more or less. She said she didn't give him a check for 
$4,000 dated July 12, 1900. She said Taylor told her if she was dissatisfied with him, he would commit a 
crime so she could divorce him. "I never dictated a will to Taylor; he did to me. Nor did I see him tear it 
up in my presence. He told me before our marriage, I should execute a will in favor of the children. It 
was never signed because I found it wouldn't be legal. It was drawn up before our marriage."  

She said she was treated for weakness of the eyes two years ago, not when the poison was given to her.  

Professor Meeker, the Philadelphia chemist, testified that aconite poisoning produces a numbness of 
the limbs, the mouth becomes irritated with a prickling sensation, and convulsions follow, which end in 
death. Nausea is a symptom of poisoning, the pupils become dilated or enlarged. He described the 
effects of poisoning of humans and animals. The minimum fatal dose of aconite, which is the most 
powerful of all drugs, is about one-tenth of a grain. It has been known, however, where a fiftieth part of 
the grain has been fatal. Within hours, death ensues. The taste would be bitter, and the taste of the root 
of the drug would be sweet. Pottsville Daily Republican, Jan. 16 

Jan. 16 -- Taylor is charged with attempting to poison his wife, who has assumed her former name Mary 
Myers, although she is not divorced from Taylor. The jury included four from "north of the mountain" 
including an engineer, a laborer, a saloonkeeper, and a shoemaker. The Evening Herald, Jan. 16 

Courtroom 1 was filled. John F. Whalen, District Attorney McLoughlin, Assistant DA Noecker and Devitt 
and R.P. Swank represent the Commonwealth and Whitehouse and Lyon the defense. To Mr. Whalen, 
Meeker said he couldn't suggest another theory of death of Elsie Myers than death by poisoning. To Mr. 
Whitehouse, however, he said he would not swear that she died from poisoning.  Mrs. Pritchard of St. 
Nicholas testified that Taylor, in anticipation of his arrest, asked her to take charge of his trunk the day 
after Elsie died.  Miners Journal, Jan. 17  



Jan. 17 -- Second day of the trial. On the way to court today on the train, Mrs. Myers played with a 
friend’s infant for a few minutes but mostly sat with her head bowed and resting on the back of the seat 
in front of her. Several times, she exhibited emotion and wiped her eyes with a handkerchief.  

George Oschman, a Mahanoy City barber, testified that Taylor came to his shop the Monday before 
Elsie's death and said, "Well, I guess I will have to leave the town." Oschman asked why, but Taylor 
didn't respond. Elsie died the following Wednesday.  

Dr. George F. Brendle, the Myers family doctor for over 15 years, testified that the mother and 
daughter's health was pretty good before Sept. 11. He said when he arrived at the home at 10:30 p.m. 
Sept. 11, both were ill, but Elsie was worse. She was very pale, had severe abdominal pain and tried to 
vomit frequently but couldn't. Mrs. Myers was weak and almost fell several times. The next day, Elsie's 
condition was the same, and Mrs. Myers had abdominal spasms and felt like she had to vomit. Both had 
weak limbs. Brendle couldn't say what caused the weakness, saying it could be cholera, cholera morbus 
or stomach irritation from poison or something of that kind.  He did say that both victims' conditions 
were similar. On redirect examination, Brendle said he could not find that Mrs. Myers or Elsie suffered 
from disease or natural causes but was convinced it was due to stomach irritation cause by poison, but 
could not say the extent of irritation or what poison caused it. He said he would not say they were 
poisoned but that their symptoms indicated they had been.   

Dr. A.B. Sherman of Mahanoy City, who attended the post-mortem, said his opinion was that Elsie did 
not die of natural causes.  

Mrs. Richardson testified that the night they took ill, they were at her house and ate some plums with 
other people. No one complained of illness after except for Mrs. Myers and Elsie.  

Charles Myers testified that he drank some water and used the glass that was always on the refrigerator 
but did not feel ill afterward. Taylor was at home, and all the doors were locked. Mrs. Myers said she 
found them locked when she got home.  

Under cross-examination, Mrs. Myers admitted she refused to go with Taylor's sister, Mrs. Thomas 
Mitchell, to see Taylor in jail, but denied that she said she couldn't go because she was suffering from 
effects of morphine. She said she refused to accompany Mrs. Mitchell a second time and told her it was 
because she had been told she would be arrested if she went to see him, and that excitement was 
running high over the case. She said she felt suspicion would be directed at her.  

Coroner Bleiler testified the death looked suspicious and was not natural causes. He said there was an 
irritant in the child's mouth and intestines, but he couldn't say what it was because he did no testing.   

Charles C. Sunday of Mahanoy City said he did not write to a Philadelphia newspaper inquiring what 
would happen to an estate in the case of a child's death. He saw a clipping of that ad from a newspaper 
containing the name C. Sunday, but said he never wrote it. Attorney Robert P. Swank testified that a 
month or more before Elsie's death, Taylor showed him a clipping from the Philadelphia Inquirer which 
read: "C. Sunday - In case a child should die, the share of the property would be divided between the 
brothers and sisters of the testator." That was an answer to the inquiry. Taylor asked Swank if that was 
the law.  Counsel stopped Swank from saying what his reply was. 



"Mrs. Mary Myers was recalled to the stand at 11:20 and caused a sensational stir when Mr. Whalen 
asked if she took what she supposed to be a poison yesterday afternoon. She said she did, and it was 
taken in the courtroom. The witness had taken a very small quantity of aconite, not sufficient to harm 
her, but to see if the sensation was similar to what she felt on Sept. 11, Whalen said.  Judge Bechtel 
overruled the defense's objection, and Mrs. Myers said the sensation was the same as felt on Sept. 11, 
only not so strong.  

The Commonwealth rested at 11:35 a.m., and Mr. Whitehouse opened for the defense, claiming Taylor 
to be innocent. Evening Herald, Jan. 17  

Jan. 17 -- Oschman testified to shaving Taylor after the trouble. He said Taylor remarked, "I guess this is 
the last shave you will give me."  

Mrs. Richardson said Elsie ate two plums at her house and Mrs. Myers, one.    

Mrs. Myers said the aconite she took in the courtroom had the same sweet, bitter taste as the water.   

When the defense opened, Whitehouse focused on the testimony of Meeker and the physicians who 
could not swear Elsie was poisoned.  

Taylor was called to the stand at 2 p.m. when court reconvened. He testified: "I never put anything in 
the glasses referred to, poison or otherwise. While Mrs. Myers and the family were out, I occupied my 
own apartment, by that I mean the drug store. Elsie went in the store first when they came home. She 
then came back and sat down outside." Taylor said he heard a peculiar noise inside and found Elsie on 
the couch. "I said, Elsie, dear, what's the matter?" She said she was sick. I told her mother and sent for 
the doctor.    

He said Mrs. Myers employed him to settle her former husband's estate. He discovered what it was 
worth. Frank Myers was insured for $3,000. He said he took care of her financial matters and told her he 
would not marry her unless a will was made exempting him from her husband's share.   

On Sept. 2, the day after Mrs. Myers came from Reading, he said he told her she should file for divorce, 
and he would not oppose it. She was angry when she came back and didn't speak to him until the next 
day. He said he ate his meals at the hotel. "I noticed there was something wrong." He said she fell on his 
shoulder and told him what she discovered in Reading. "I packed my trunk to go away, but it wasn't my 
fault that I didn't go. I was arrested and found guilty of robbery and burglary in Reading, something of 
that kind through Mrs. Myers persuasions. I didn't go. As far as the mother and daughter, we were in 
good terms, but the boy stabbed me on the nose. Of course, we didn't agree after that."   

"I had no appropriate black suit for the funeral but went to Bethlehem to get one. I didn't get back to 
Mahanoy City in time to go to Elsie's funeral. I told Mrs. Taylor and Dr. Bissell I was going but would be 
back the next day. The beginning of this trouble was caused by her first husband's half-brother.  He said 
Mrs. Myers was making inquiries from him about her property because she wasn't educated.   

Taylor said Mrs. Myers always took patent medicines for stomach trouble. Dr. Halberstadt prescribed 
her a medicine that contained athrycnine, a poison, that he filled frequently. She invariably took this 
medicine at the refrigerator. I didn't see the glasses at the refrigerator that night.  



Under cross-examination by Whalen, Taylor said he learned the pharmacy business in Reading and 
attended the National College of Washington, D.C., in 1895. He refused to answer whether he was there 
under the name R. W. Taylor, but then admitted he was when the judge told him he had to answer.  He 
also gave details on his convictions in Reading incidents.   

Under cross-examination, he said he had compounded the Halberstadt prescription four or five days 
before Sept. 11, and both mother and daughter took the medicine in front of him. He denied the store 
had any aconite at the time but did have aconite root that could be grated if required. Taylor was 
anxious to explain everything in detail, but Whalen told him he didn't want any speeches. Taylor also 
denied sending any inquiries to the Philadelphia Inquirer. Pottsville Daily Republican, Jan. 17  

Jan. 17 -- Swank testified that one day in Meyers' drug store Taylor showed him the newspaper piece 
and asked if it were true. The answer to the inquiry said if a child died, its share would go to the mother 
during her lifetime and then onto brothers and sisters if there were any. "I told him it was. He had asked 
me what the law would be in case one of the Taylor children would die. This was not long before the 
poisoning of Elsie. I think it was before Taylor and Mrs. Meyers were married."   

The defense called several witnesses before Taylor took the stand. Taylor said he was not guilty of 
poisoning them, did not put poison in the glass at the refrigerator and knew nothing about the 
poisoning. The article said he testified in a clear tone of voice and with a peculiar emphasis. He appeared 
cool and indifferent.   

Taylor said after Elsie and Mrs. Meyers got home that night, Mrs. Meyers and Charlie were sitting on the 
porch when he heard a noise, like a moan, and found Elsie ill on a lounge. He said he suggested a 
physician be sent for.   

He said the store had no aconite, and there was only one call for it. When he procured it for that order, 
he said it did not remain in the store more than an hour. He said he got it from a Shenandoah physician.   

The defense rested after Taylor's testimony.   

Albert R. Durham of Reading was called by the Commonwealth. A druggist, he said he knew Taylor since 
April 1882 and employed him for 4.5 years. He said he would not believe Taylor on his oath.   

In closing, the defense also focused on the killing of a mouse, which was injected with residue from 
Elsie's stomach. Lyon said the mouse might have died from the puncture or there might have been other 
poisons in the girl's system because she had been taking patent medicines.  

Lyon concluded his address to the jury shortly before 6 p.m. Court adjourned until the next morning. 
Miners Journal, Jan. 18  

Jan. 18 – The jury found Taylor guilty of poisoning his wife. The jury was charged by 12:15 p.m. Court 
was then adjourned for the noon recess. When the court reconvened at 12:35 p.m., the sealed verdict 
was handed to Judge Bechtel. During the closing the previous day, the courtroom, the largest in the 
courthouse, was so crowded that officials had difficulty keeping an open space about the bench.  

When Taylor was on the stand, "he did not improve his position when he insisted twice in getting before 
the public that his intimate relations with Mrs. Myers-Taylor commenced within seven weeks after he 



entered her employ ... and long before he married her." His statements brought expressions of disgust. 
His attempts to shade the woman's character were looked upon as wholly uncalled for.    

He said he was hired to manage the drug store because Mrs. Myers didn't have the ability. "It is not 
pleasant to say so, but she is hardly able to write her own name."   

Taylor said after he escaped prison in the robbery case, he went to Bethlehem, where his sister lives, 
and stayed there for several months but did not work. Before that, he "traveled all over the country." He 
said he sometimes worked as a private secretary and sometimes did nothing. He said after getting out of 
prison he went to the National College of Pharmacy in Washington, D.C. He later opened or managed a 
pharmacy in Allentown.   

When this case concludes, Taylor will be put on trial before Judge Bechtel on a charge of murdering Elsie 
Myers. The court deferred sentence. The motions will be made in both cases upon the conclusion of the 
Elsie Myers' case. The Evening Herald, Jan. 18  

Jan. 19 -- Taylor was put on trial on two minor charges, one of surety, preferred by his wife, and one for 
carrying a concealed deadly weapon. He was found guilty by a jury on both charges. He is to be 
sentenced Monday. The next step will be divorce proceedings by Mrs. Myers-Taylor. Authorities will also 
determine after the divorce if Mrs. Myers will be a competent witness should Taylor be put on trail  for 
Elsie's death. The Evening Herald, Jan. 19  

Taylor was found guilty of carrying concealed deadly weaons. His sentencing was suspended, pending 
disposition of a motion for a new trial. His wife will begin divorce proceedings this morning. After the 
divorce, her evidence will be accepted in Elsie's death. Miners Journal, Jan. 21  

Jan. 24 -- The Pottsville Daily Republican reported that Taylor sent them a note asking for an interview. 
His note said he was in Jail Room 12 and was dated Jan. 23. When a reporter tried to interview him, the 
warden said they needed permission from Taylor's counsel, who refused. Pottsville Daily Republican, 
Jan. 24 

Jan. 31 -- Judge Marr granted a subpoena in the divorce proceeding to Mary Taylor, formerly Mary 
Myers, on her husband, Robert Taylor. Cruelty are the grounds charged. Miners Journal, Jan. 31  

Feb. 11 -- Arguments were heard in Taylor's motion for a new trial. A decision is expected Monday. 
Miners Journal, Feb. 12  

Feb. 14 -- Despite his lawyer's objection, Taylor mailed a lengthy and colorful statement to the 
newspaper, which was published on this date. In the statement, Taylor declared his innocence, saying he 
deserved to be heard. "Surely, my silence has been misconstrued, for some people look upon me as a 
fiend incarnate. The scaffold of my new life is wrecked, and I lie crushed amongst the ruins with my 
honor again sullied with fould suspicions. Although innocent, yet the iron hand of prejudice has 
strangled justice and made me the victim of a demoniac (CQ) and double-dyed villainy. Surely this 
woman forced on me by fate has plunged me deeper and deeper into an inextricable hell. I am accused 
of plotting for her money. It is a base calumny."  

Taylor wrote that Mrs. Myers admitted he refused to marry her unless a will was made to exempt him 
from getting anything. She admitted he told her to apply for a divorce, and that he packed his trunk to 
leave her. And she admitted she was at his mercy because she was helpless. "Now, where is any 



murderous motive or plotting? Would I have asked for this will to be made, divorce to be applied for, 
packed my trunk and called in a physician several times if I had even a dishonorable thought in my 
mind?"   

"To convict a person on such evidence is an outrage and verifies that trials by the average juries are 
farces. There is not one jot of evidence against me."  

"The magnifying eye of imagination, etc., and not evidence, is what convicted me and stamped an 
innocent brow with the brand of Cain."  

"Surely this is an exemplification of 'Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.'  accuse no one of this 
alleged crime, but there is more of a probability that this woman, when told to get a divorce, etc., and 
knowing I packed my trunk in order to leave her, did for revenge or jealousy place a poisonous drug in 
that glass for my destruction than that I did it for hers."  

Taylor also took his lawyers to task. "I believe my defence (CQ) was either a sham or sellout, for, barring 
the plea to jury, a student could have defended me better."   

"If any human being deserves condolence and assistance, I am sure I do, for, since Christ was crucified, a 
greater injustice and one more diabolical, has never been meted out to an innocent person." Pottsville 
Daily Republican, Feb. 14 

 Feb. 18 -- Taylor was refused a new trial and was sentenced to six years and nine months in prison in 
separate and solitary confinement for the attempted poisoning of Mrs. Meyers, and nine more months 
to be served after the first sentence on the carrying concealed deadly weapons charge. He also was to 
pay a $100 fine in the poisoning case and $1 in the weapons case. In his statement, Judge Bechtel said, 
"You are an intelligent person and better things should be expected from your hands. Ignorance is 
sometimes an excuse, but we rarely look among intelligent people for criminals. ... The jury in your case 
could do nothing but pursue the course they did."  

During the 15-minute proceeding, Taylor stood erect. He nervously played with his hat and tossed it 
from one hand to the other. He was then taken back to jail. Pottsville Daily Republican, Feb. 18  

Feb. 19 -- Taylor wrote to the newspaper once again, noting his dissatisfaction that parts of his first 
statement were "wiped out of public existence, thereby destroyed the force and impeachability of my 
assertions of innocence and others guilt." Taylor said on Dec. 10, the day of his arrest, he called on Lyon 
and the trustees of the Gen. Grant Lodge 575, Independent Order of Odd Fellows to collect $200 he had 
loaned them. Lawyer Swank, who was in Pottsville, told him to stay in Mahanoy City until he returned. 
He said he stayed in Swank's office until train time, and on his way to the depot, he was "suddenly 
seized with excruciating pains and went into this outhouse." "Being warned by several reliable parties of 
the bitterness of feeling prevalent in Mahanoy City, therefore, as self-preservation is the first law of 
nature, I armed myself for protection, which is the constitutional right of everyone under similar 
circumstances. As I made no attempt to use my gun, that should be proof, sufficiently valid, that I 
intended no illegitimate use of it."  

Again, he railed against his lawyers. "My defense was a travesty, for witnesses were not subpoenaed, 
and others who were in court were not called upon to testify." Pottsville Daily Republican, Feb.19 



Feb. 28 -- In Cell No. 12 of the country prison, the Mahanoy City Odd Fellows lodge held a ceremony 
during this week to read out Taylor from the organization. Taylor was reported to be furious. The 
Evening Herald, Feb. 28 

March 20 -- Headline reads "WALLS STAND NOT IN WAY OF BOB TAYLOR'S ESCAPE" "He Breaks Through 
One and Scales the Other and Defies the Shots by the Night Keepers of the Jail" "A REWARD OFFERED 
FOR HIS CAPTURE."  

Taylor, described as an "expert pharmacist and ingenious convict" escaped from the Schuylkill County 
Prison at 2:15 a.m. He dug a hole through his cell to the outer wall. Once in the yard, he rushed to the 
southern corner of the enclosure facing the courthouse, over which he climbed using a 23-foot rope 
made from his blanket and bed ticking, with an iron hook fastened on one end.   

Before reaching the top of the 20-foot wall, night watchman Owens heard the noise, and thinking it was 
the curtain in the prison parlor blowing, he investigated. He found a rope dangling from the window and 
called watchman Hill. When they went into the yard, they saw a man just reaching the top. Hill fired two 
shots. Owens tried to shoot, but his pistol didn't work. Taylor was gone by the time Owens got outside 
of the prison.   

When Major Clark's family went into their yard, which adjoins the prison, they found blood stains on the 
water closet door and inside. That led to speculation that he was hit by one or both shots fired by Hill. 
The blood marks on the door showed Taylor's handprint.  

Taylor's prison garb was found near the Pottsville gas house on North Centre Street.  

His escape grabbed great attention with crowds hurrying to the "big astile" to learn the details. 
Everyone wanted to see the cell and how he escaped.  

Cell No. 12 had a hole leading to the yard. It was 20 inches long, 9 inches thick and 14 inches wide. 
Remnants from his bed clothes remained, and the straw from his bed was strewn about the cell. The 
iron bar Taylor used to make the hole was from the prison kitchen or washhouse, but no one knew how 
he got it. "No one doubts the opinion but that this remarkable convict had assistance from the outside." 
Warden Barto said he believed a "trusted prisoner," one which has privileges to wander about the yard, 
assisted.   

 Taylor is thought to have first gone to the northeast corner of the yard, where he found the hook 
wouldn't catch on top of the wall. He came back, passed the warden's office windows, and went to the 
southern corner just below a parlor window. There, he succeeded in fastening the hook. It's unknown 
how he got the hook, which is used on the outer doors of the prison cells. The iron bar was found under 
the parlor window. Hanging from the bars of the window was a leg from the table in Taylor's cell. They 
believed Taylor took them in case he needed to defend himself. Outside the prison wall, they found his 
golden spectacles and a small mirror, which he must have dropped.   

When Taylor's cell was examined the day before the escape, it was in good order. Prison officials closely 
watched Taylor, knowing his desire to escape. That same day, Taylor was served notice of divorce 
proceedings. The examiner who served notice said he was positive the wall was intact at that time.  It is 
thought that as soon as the examiner left, Taylor began to plan his escape. Taylor likely knew the divorce 



would go through, which meant his ex-wife would be the star witness in the trial for a more serious 
crime, Elsie's murder.  

Hill and Owens didn't know who the man was when they saw him go over the wall. Hill's gun also didn't 
work except for two shots. Owen surmised that maybe the cartridges got damp and wouldn't explode.  

 "Of all the prisoners in the Schuylkill County jail, Taylor was the most desperate and dangerous." Not 
long before his escape, Taylor told Warden Barto that he would kill him if necessary to escape. He told 
fellow prisoners he would escape when the opportunity came.  

The story said Taylor came from a highly respectable family, who, it is said, had no control over him. 
They, however, never deserted him.  

After sentencing, Taylor began to make things comfortable in his cell. He drew his iron bed lengthwise 
close to the door, propped his head high, from which a full view of the prisoner could be seen though 
the peephole, were it not for a book he was constantly reading. Taylor wanted to be seen and talk. He 
changed the position of his bed so that he could better hear what was going on in the corridor  

The county commissioners offered a reward of $250 for Taylor's apprehension.  

Taylor was described as 36 years old with a ruddy complexion, brownish hair, blue eyes, red, sandy, 
stubby whiskers of a month's grow, a scar on the left side of his face, a No. 6 shoe, 5 feet 8.5 inches tall, 
160 pounds, near-sighted, but lost glasses during the escape, athlete, broad shoulders. Pottsville Daily 
Republican, March 20 

March 20 -- Taylor was captured in Reading at 8:30 p.m. in a coal train caboose. He was arrested by 
detective Kline and officer Gibney. He violently resisted arrest at first but when told he was only being 
arrested for illegal car-riding he submitted.  

Taylor boarded the train at Stony Creek, near Port Clinton, and asked for shelter in the caboose. He was 
recognized by the flagman, who telegraphed to Reading. Officers were waiting for the train when it 
arrived.  

Taylor had a red bandana tied about his head and over his left eye as a disguise. He was lame on one 
foot, evidently caused when he jumped from the prison wall, and he was dressed in faded prison 
pantaloons and an undershirt, a black vest and shabby brown coat and a Derby hat. He wore a collar and 
necktie and had a sheet of white paper tucked over his breast to look like a shirt.  

Taylor was taken to the Pennsylvania Railroad depot, where Police Chief Miller searched him but found 
nothing. Taylor gave the chief a collar button, which he found when he dug through the prison wall, as a 
memento. It is believed he was on his way to see his mother.  

He took a chance heading to Reading, where he would likely be recognized, but it speaks to his bravado. 
His clothes were wet from the rain that night. He arrived back at the Schuylkill prison the morning of 
March 21. He was said to be a physical wreck. He was put in irons and locked in Cell No. 17, nearly 
opposite his former cell.  

More than 100 people gathered at the train station in Pottsville the night of his arrest, thinking he might 
be returned sooner than he was. By the time the train arrived, the crowd swelled to 10 times that 
number. Some stood on boxes and trucks to get a view. Some had cameras, but the crowd made it 



difficult to get a picture.  When Taylor got off the train with Chief Davies, he was said to have a very 
dilapidated and tough appearance. He was limping badly. An immense crowd had also gathered at the 
prison to get a glimpse of Taylor, who jumped up the stone steps suffering great pain. He didn't utter a 
word to the crowd.  

"On a pallet of straw, in a dark corner of Cell No. 17, lies the emaciated form of Robert W. Taylor, the 
linguist, scholar and savant."  

"Taylor's chequered life furnished a theme for the melodramatic story writer and nothing in the wide 
field of fiction has the younger Dumas in his most fervid mood fancied more thrilling and weirdly 
spectacular than this strange prisoner's brief earthly career."  

Taylor was weak and suffering from a severe headache because of not having his glasses. He was 
enraged when they shackled him in his cell. After he was settled, a newspaper representative asked 
Taylor if he had a "stormy time" after fleeing the prison. Taylor replied, "A stormy time? Well, yes, I 
should say I had."   

He told the newspaper that he lost his grip and fell heavily to the ground, injuring his right leg and 
shoulder. That is when he lost his glasses, which he said causes him more suffering than his leg injury. 
Taylor said he fled to the mountains. He said the shots fired did not hit him but came close. He would 
not say if he had help in escaping. He shut down the interview saying he was exhausted and "almost sick 
unto death." He promised to give an interview at another time.   

The clothes Taylor wore when he was found belonged to another prisoner who was convicted of 
burglary and whose time was to expire March 22. That prisoner was locked up on suspicion of helping 
Taylor escape.  

There was a general impression that Taylor may try to commit suicide. Pottsville Daily Republican, March 
21   

March 22 -- Taylor developed pneumonia from exposure and his condition was considered serious. 
Lebanon Daily News, March 22 

March 23 -- The newspaper published two artist’s renderings of Taylor, one showing him coming out of 
Alderman McCool's office on Third Street in Pottsville and the other as he crossed the pavement to the 
jail entrance. The artist had to act quickly. It was impossible to get a photograph because of the crowd. 
The article noted that some opinions of Taylor may have been changing after seeing him in a suffering 
condition. "Nearly everyone who saw him being taken from the Reading station to Alderman McCool's 
office and thence back to the prison experienced a revulsion of feeling, and the prisoner now has the 
warm sympathy of not only the impulsive feminine element, who had to take in the scenes of his return 
'home,' but also of many good citizens. In the language of one of the very best men in town, "When I 
saw them crossing the pavement with the poor fellow in such a dejected, forlorn condition with his head 
bandaged and his limbs tottering, I would have been willing to give someone ten dollars if they only 
could have got him free of the officers."   

"Whatever are the demerits or merits of the case, there is a growing feeling that Taylor's claims of 
innocence may really have something in them. He certainly has made a great fight against big odds and 



has shown himself to be a man of unusual stamina, whether or not it is backed by a morality that is 
villainous."  

The Republican is under obligations to N.M. Wonder, the artist photographer for assistance given our 
employees in getting out the pictures.  

Poison or Tonic? The article noted that a prominent druggist said the medicine Mrs. Taylor was using is a 
very good tonic when thoroughly shaken and mixed, but when allowed to stand the liquid separates 
leaving the top harmless and the bottom a deadly poison. Pottsville Daily Republican, March 23 

March 23 -- Everybody who had a hand in Taylor's capture applied for a part of the reward, including 
conductor John R. Deisher, who first detected the escapee. The commissioners will hear all parties 
before paying the money. The Evening Herald, March 23  

A newspaper representative was permitted to see Taylor. The newspaper reported that he was in 
excellent spirits but had nothing to add to what already was published. He, however, exonerated night 
watchmen Owens and Hill from any neglect of duty. If not for the failure of their guns, he might not be 
here to give any version of his escape. He is taking nourishment and feels much better. Pottsville Daily 
Republican, March 25 

"On a pile of straw, in a dark cell in the county prison, with shackles on his feet, lies the emaciated form 
of Robert W. Taylor, linguist, scholar, savant and jail breaker, who was captured fifteen miles outside of 
Pottsville." His condition is a pitiable one. Injured during the escape and almost blind with sore eyes, he 
has not eaten since his return to prison. Jail officials believe he is determined to starve himself to death. 
"He openly boasts he will not remain in prison a month." His eyes are bandaged, and the pupils fearfully 
enlarged, owing to having lost his glasses during the escape. "Taylor will either starve himself to death of 
commit suicide before the end of the week. "The Tribune, Scranton, March 25 

March 25 -- Taylor is recovering, his appetite has returned. The report that he was trying to starve 
himself to death was inaccurate. The Evening Herald, March 25  

March 28 -- The county commissioners started investigating charges against certain people who are said 
to have aided Taylor in his escape. Patrick Casey of Girardville is supposed to be the one who assisted 
him, but if nothing definite is found against him, Warden Barto will probably need to let him go because 
his prison term ended last week. Miners Journal, March 29  

April 1 -- The divorce was granted, meaning Mrs. Myers-Taylor could testify against Robert Taylor in 
Elsie’s death. Pottsville Daily Republican, April 1 

April 3 -- The $250 award was divided by the commissioners: John Deisher, the train conductor who ID'd 
Taylor got $200; Pottsville Police Chief Hiram S. Davies got $50 as expense reimbursement; and Reading 
police officers Harry Kline and Edward J. Gibney each got $15. Miners Journal, April 3  

April 4 -- District Attorney McLoughlin would not say if he would present an indictment against Taylor to 
the grand jury in Elsie's murder and try him in the fall court session.  There was no time limit, and 
authorities were being careful in the case to avoid any legal technicalities. The story also noted that 
Taylor does not write anymore and has given up literature. "He reclines on his cot with his right arm 
over his forehead as if to shield his weak area." Pottsville Daily Republican, April 4  



April 15 -- Patrick Casey was released from prison, having served 24 days over his 9-month term. He was 
suspected of helping Taylor, but no charges were brought against him. Miners Journal, April 16  

April 24 -- The prosecuting attorney wouldn't say whether an indictment for murder against Taylor 
would be presented to the grand jury in May, but chances are it will not. "Taylor realizes now more than 
ever that the future before him is one of the deepest gloom and uncertainty. His keen sensitive nature, 
together with the thoughts that disturb him day and night, make life almost unbearable."  

Taylor's appearance has changed. He grew a full reddish beard. He is extremely nervous and at times 
paces the floor of his lonely cell in deep thought. Because he is in separate and solitary confinement, no 
literature is allowed. That may seem insignificant but is severe to Taylor because of his education and 
talent. He is a miserable man. Last Sunday, when religious services were held in the jail, he requested 
the singing of several hymns, which was granted. Pottsville Daily Republican, April 24 

May 6 -- In his last public appearance in Schuylkill County, Taylor pleaded guilty to a charge of jail 
breaking and was sentenced to serve one year and nine months in addition to his 7 1/2-year sentence 
he was already serving. He will be moved to the Eastern Penitentiary soon. He was smiling when he 
arrived in court. He had grown fat and rosy looking. Miners Journal, May 7  

May 10 -- At noon, Taylor left for the Eastern Penitentiary. He showed no signs of "pining away" as some 
newspaper scribes have recently described him. A large crowd gathered at the depot to see him off. "It 
can be truthfully said that Taylor's departure has removed a big load from the mind of Warden Barto, as 
the prisoner's daring necessitated watchfulness on the part of the prison authorities." The Evening 
Herald, May 10  

The officials at the jail, while they realize his departure for the penitentiary will remove a big load from 
their minds, have learned to look upon him as part of the institution and will, no doubt, feel lost without 
him. Miners Journal, May 10 

1906    

Oct. 4 -- Taylor was about to be discharged from Eastern Penitentiary, serving less than his sentence 
because of good behavior. The county commissioners were asked by the Eastern Penitentiary warden 
about Taylor's financial standing as he told them he has no personal property or real estate and is 
unable to pay the costs or fines. He asked to be discharged without paying under the insolvent laws. The 
article says Taylor was charged with poisoning Elsie, but that the indictment was later nol prossed. 
Miners Journal, Oct 4 

Nov. 16 -- Taylor wrote a letter to the newspaper that filled almost five newspaper columns. The 
newspaper titled it: "A remarkable letter from Robert W. Taylor." It said it was one of the most 
remarkable communications that has ever been placed before its readers. "Irony of the bitterest, 
sarcasm of the most cutting kind, scorn, wit and humor are scattered throughout the flood of words."  

He again claimed his innocence. He referred to himself in third person.  And he casts suspicion on his ex-
wife. He did not find it plausible that "two sane people would drink alternately out of the same glass, 
several ounces of tepid gallish water, not for medicinal purposes abut as a cooling beverage." "It is 
beyond evidence, yet it is the main link in the entire chain and even by itself causes the defendant's 
altered guilt to fade away like the baseless fabric of a vision."  



"Would anyone marry for love or money and inside of 10 days want a divorce or would anyone, with 
sufficient matter in their cranium to keep a firefly going awaken his victim and send thrice for a doctor if 
his motive was homicide?  

“There is not an unbiased, reputable citizen who will not admit, since the turbulence of prejudice which 
hurried the foam of its malevolence hither and yon has subsided, that, when the mist of bias and the fog 
of prevarication are swept aside with the besome of sound judgment, the roaring torrents of accusation 
against Taylor become more babbling books (CQ) and imperceptible rills of vague suspicion, which 
vanish before the sunlight of reason, like the film of a vision, revealing that which does not require the 
prehensile brain of a Sherlock Holmes to father.  

“In conclusion, I reiterate the assertion of the victim, Taylor's innocence and that this toxic potion was 
intended for his riddance. When Sapphira Borgia saw that her innocent daughter had quaffed the lethal 
draught, she then became hysterical, therefore not poisoned as she alleged. As I have presented the 
plea on the facts disclosed, I will allow the world to judge the equities." Pottsville Daily Republican, Nov. 
16 

1907  

March 1 -- Robert Taylor, "a young druggist" in Shippensburg, was a clerk in the Fallon Drug store, which 
was recently sold by the sheriff. He bought the room and the fixtures and intended to go into business.  
On Feb. 28, he had an altercation with his landlord, Harry Stumbaugh, who had him arrested for assault 
and battery. He was discharged after the constable and a justice heard the evidence.  

Police Chief Keefer issued two warrants charging Taylor with selling liquor illegally. Constable Strike 
arrested him about 5 p.m., took him to Justice A.F. Weaver, who held him under $500 bail in each case. 
The constable, who was to lock him up in a temporary place of incarceration, took him first to his 
boarding house, where Taylor wanted to get some papers. The constable believed Taylor put a revolver 
in his pocket. Taylor went to the bathroom, slammed the door shut and escaped through a window, 
jumping two stories to the ground. It's believed he took a team standing nearby and drove away. A 
stranger told authorities he saw a man take H.D. Kyner's team, which was standing at a veterinary office. 
Carlisle officers have been asked to be on the lookout. The Sentinel, Carlisle, March 1 

Taylor was arrested for selling liquor without a license and was to be taken to the county jail. He ran 
away when he was being taken to the Cumberland Railroad Station. Carlisle Evening Herald, March 1  

March 4 -- A raging fire broke out in the large brick stables of the Farmers and Drovers Hotel in Carlisle, 
starting on the upper story among some hay and straw. It was confined to that area by firefighters. The 
large hotel and dwellings were saved. The four horses in the stable got out.  A hunting dog died in the 
flames. It was "plainly evident the fire was the work of an incendiary." As early as 5 o'clock, a suspicious 
looking character was seen near the place. He was tall, wore a long overcoat and a fedora. The same 
man was seen going out an alley and in the yard adjoining the hotel.  A patrolman saw a man run up the 
alley at the same time Westfall, who also saw the man, sounded the fire alarm. The suspicious man was 
suspected of setting the fire and escaping from a rear window. A man with a hat in his hand was seen 
running, almost out of breath, from the area.    

The story said it appears Taylor brought Kyner's horses to the hotel's stables the previous Friday, then 
went by stage to the north mountain. He returned to Carlisle on March 4 and "rubbered" about the 



stables but did not take his team. They believe he was short on cash and was waiting until nightfall to 
take the team without paying for the horse feed. He may have gone to the stable around 9:30, but 
heard someone in the area, and went to the second story to hide. He may have lit a match to find his 
way down the steps, falling among the hay. Or he may have intentionally set the fire.  

Taylor, 35, must have been there when the animals were taken out because he knew where to find the 
horses. Taylor jumped on one of Kyner's horses with only a halter to guide it and rode it, trying to get 
away. The horse probably had been overcome with smoke and wasn't making much progress. Taylor 
was suspected of cutting its throat. The horse was found dead along the road. Detective Bentley was 
reported to be onto Taylor as early as 1 a.m. March 5. The Sentinel, March 5  

March 5 -- Taylor was arrested at 5:15 p.m. after a shoe factory employee recognized him on the street 
and notified Chief Kuhns, who grabbed him. When Taylor was searched, police found a big revolver, a 
box of cartridges, a razor and two knives. Charges filed against Taylor were arson, larceny of a horse, 
cruelty to animals and carrying concealed deadly weapons. He will also face charges of selling liquor 
without a license, resisting an officer and larceny in Shippensburg. Taylor struck a young man who was 
assisting Chief Kuhns in the prison corridor. Carlisle Evening Herald, March 6  

March 6 -- Taylor was held on $800 bail on each charge: cruelty to animals and larceny of the horse -- 
during a hearing before Magistrate Warren G. Hughes. He was referred to as the recent proprietor of 
the Bowery Drug Store, Shippensburg. During the hearing, Harry D. Kyner, testified that he owned the 
horse stolen the previous Thursday. The story said the court must set the bail on the arson charge. 
Taylor was returned to prison. Carlisle Evening Herald, March 7 

March 11 -- Taylor was held for court on three charges of selling liquor illegally in Shippensburg. His bail 
was set at $1,500. He was now under a total of $4,000 bail, and the court had not yet set bail on the 
arson charge. The Sentinel, March 12  

April 19 – Taylor was arrested in Cumberland County, charged with arson and killing a team of horses 
belonging to a liveryman at Carlisle. Wilkes-Barre Times, April 19 

May 15 -- Taylor was found guilty by a jury of cruelty of animals. His arson trial is underway. Carlisle 
Evening Herald, May 15  

May 16 -- Taylor was sentenced to 18 years on several indictments and at the expiration of that term to 
serve one year in county jail. Harrisburg Telegraph, May 17  

Taylor was sentenced to 18 years in Eastern Penitentiary for arson. Pottsville Daily Republican, May 18  

May 19 -- Taylor's lawyer, W. R. Johnson of Shippensburg, will go to court May 20 and ask for a 
commission of lunacy to examine Taylor. The Franklin Repository, Chambersburg, May 22 

May 22 -- Newspaper reported that Taylor’s sister fainted in court during the sentencing. Valley Spirit, 
Chambersburg, May 22  

May 25 -- Johnson, counsel for Taylor's sister, Mrs. Salina Taylor Mitchell, filed a petition for the 
appointment of a commission in lunacy in Carlisle. The petition states Taylor is insane due to a severe 
head injury when he was a child and that it impaired his eyesight and left a scar over his left eye. "It is 
averred that he exhibits evidence of mental derangement shown in delusions of persecution; a delusion 



that he is being poisoned; that his best friends are conspiring to injure him; that he has periods of 
excitement; becomes entirely irrational; has no recollection of recent events; lacks sufficient will power 
to control powerful impulses to move him to commit irrational acts, and that the recent offenses are the 
result of insane impulses." The petition maintained that the welfare of Taylor and others requires his 
restraint. Judge Sadler set a hearing for June 1. Harrisburg Telegraph, May 25  

June 1 -- The court heard testimony on the petition. District Attorney T. Ralph Jacobs pointed out there 
was no petition made by his counsel during Taylor's imprisonment there, that Mitchell attended the trial 
and made no application at that time, insanity was net set up as a defense during the trial, that Taylor 
addressed the court with a remarkable degree of intelligence; the petition does not state that his mental 
condition has changed; insanity is not evident from the character of the crime. It is unsupported by any 
medical testimony. The court did not decide that day. Carlisle Evening Herald, June 1 

June 7 -- The court handed down a lengthy opinion, dismissing the application. Harrisburg Telegraph, 
June 8 

1910    

Aug. 28 -- Taylor was captured by police in Norristown after his escape from the State Insane Asylum at 
Norristown. He was caught between 1 and 2 a.m. The hospital told authorities that he was a desperate 
criminal and had caused them a lot of trouble since entering the institution. The Evening Herald, Aug. 31  

Aug. 30 -- Within an hour of his escape, Taylor was caught by police. The Reading Times, Aug. 31 

Dec. 26 -- Taylor again escaped the asylum. He had been kept in Ward 8, the most violent division. 
About 6 a.m. that Monday, when the iron bars of the window were cold, he hit them with a chain, which 
snapped the iron. He crawled through the opening, hung on the sill and dropped 25 feet to the ground. 
He had pretended to sleep and fled when the attendants were taking the less violent to breakfast. He 
scaled the high fence outside. He was serving a long penitentiary sentence when he was taken to the 
asylum. Pottsville Daily Republican, Dec. 28 

1911    

Jan. 11 -- After two weeks, Taylor was captured in Washington, D.C. An attendant left Jan. 12 to bring 
him back. The Reading Times, Jan. 12  

April 19 -- Taylor remained at large from his December escape. Police throughout the country were 
notified, but he had not been apprehended despite numerous clues. Several months ago, a telegram 
was sent to the hospital saying they had Taylor under surveillance and asking if they should take him 
into custody. His arrest was ordered, but when officers came, Taylor had disappeared. He has since 
dropped out of sight.  Pottsville Daily Republican, April 19  

May 19 -- A man acting in a suspicious manner was arrested in the Saint Clair yards by Palo Alto police. 
The next morning (20th), he was taken before the alderman and committed to prison in default of a fine 
for trespassing. He gave his name as Frank Henry and his home as Mahanoy City. Police said he 
resembled Robert Taylor except that he had a beard. The story said that Taylor had escaped the 
Norristown hospital around Christmas time and has since been at large. It says he was traced to 
Washington, D.C., and then all traces of him were lost. Pottsville Daily Republican, May 20 



1912    

Nov. 25 -- Taylor's mother, Ann, died in Reading. He is not listed as a survivor in the obituary. The 
Reading Times, Nov. 27 

1918  

May 21 -- John B. Taylor Jr., Robert's brother, died in Iowa. The death notice lists a brother as having 
attended interment. Robert was John's only brother. Typographical Journal July 1918 Vol. 53  

 

 

1921    

July 18 --The Taylor family home at 1443-45 N. Ninth St., Reading, known as the "house of mystery" or 
the "spook house," was being demolished. The house had been neglected for more than two decades. It 
was owned by Bertha “Tailor,” Mrs. Thomas P. Mitchell, Mrs. Eugene Kern and Mrs. John B. “Tailor,” and 
Mrs. Albert Wolfe. The owners did not respond to the city demands to repair the home.  "Bob Taylor 
formerly lived there. He was an exceedingly bright lad and came from an excellent family. He went bad. 
Through his shortcomings, his family stood by him to the end. The Reading Times, July 18 

1927    

Aug. 30 -- Mary Myers died at age 72 in Mahanoy City. Her obituary noted that her husband, Frank 
Myers, was a descendent of Isaac Myers, founder of Myerstown, who was his grandfather. Surviving was 
one son in Buffalo. That would be Charles. Services were held in Mahanoy City, and she was buried in 
Myerstown at the United Brethren Cemetery with her first husband and daughter, Elsie. Lebanon Daily 
News, Sept. 2 

Her death certificate says she died of diabetes. Her son, Charles, of Buffalo, N.Y., was listed as the 
informant. It lists her father as John Decker. Pennsylvania death certificate, Ancestry.com 


