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Preserving Law and Order

BY CYNTHIA SAUER

s fans of the popular

“Law and Order” TV

shows can attest, there
are two parts to the criminal
justice system: “the detectives
who investigate the crimes,
and the district attorneys who
prosecute themn.” The case
files of the Westchester County
District Attorney's office held
by the Westchester County
Archives not only tell the
stories of the police and
district attorneys who worked
in the county, but also of the
criminals themselves—often
in their own waords.
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This crime scene photo is “People’s Exhibit #57 in the
1919 burglary-turned-murder of Elizabeth Niznick, a
Yonkers midwife.

These case files—almost
1,000 cubic feet of them—
date from the late 1890s to
the early 1970s. Processing
the first 200 cubic feet (cases
through the mid-1920s) has
been completed, including
cataloging each case into a
database accessible by archives
staff. The database provides
several points of access:
defendant name, town in
which the crime was commit-
ted, year of the case, offense
committed, and a keyword-
searchable comments field.
Over 8,600 cases have been
catalogued to date.

Included in the case files are
a wide variety of documents,
such as grand jury minutes
(which are closed to research-
ers), indictments, detectives'’
surveillance reports, notes by
the arresting officer, files about
defendants’ past arrests, and
information about which
prison or correctional facility
the defendant was sent to,
often Sing Sing. Sometimes
“Bertillon cards” for defendants
are included, an early method
of criminal identification before
the advent of fingerprinting.
The system, designed by
Frenchman Alphonse Bertillon,
recorded fourteen measure-

ments of the body (such as
head width and length, and
foot and finger lengths),
along with hair and eye color
and descriptive details of the
forehead, nose, and ears.
Important for researchers is
the inclusion of a side and
front photograph of the
individual on each card.

The case files can also
hold trial notes by the district
attorney or an assistant DA,
in which arguments were
compiled for the case; short
biographies of defendants;
trial exhibits, including crime
scene photographs; court tran-
scripts; and correspondence
between the district attorney’s
office and counsel for the
defendant, judges, the defen-
dant’s family, and the victims.

Some files also include
defendants' personal items,
perhaps collected during the
investigation or used as evi-
dence during the trial, such as
birth or marriage certificates,
naturalization papers, photo-
graphs, notebooks, and
personal letters. Sometimes
the files don't end with the
conviction of the defendant;
often they contain letters that
describe prison conditions or
the hardships that imprison-
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but measurements of his head, cheeks, and

ears were also recorded.

Below: In his note to the district attorney,
the county sheriff writes that prisoner Allison
is “not insane,” but has an “indented skull.”
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ment cause to the family,
or that ask for leniency or

commutation of the sentence.

In one such petition, a young
man (not yet twenty-one) in
jail for perjury describes how
his trouble was “the result
of having fallen into bad
company” after moving to
New York City: “In the circle
in which | drifted one had to
be a sport and money was
necessary.” He was "...young
and inexperienced. My weak-
ness and my bravado, the
false ideas of what constitutes
a real man, were played upon
by a hardened criminal...|
have learned a bitter lesson.

I want an opportunity to live
down my disgrace. | want to
make amends to my parents,
to Society, and | throw myself
upon your mercy to give me
that opportunity.”

Similarly, the mother of a

boy accused of unlawful entry

hand-wrote a note to the
district attorney asking for
parole for her son, noting that
it was his first offense and
“he never was out nights and
has always went to Sunday
School and to Church and has
never Drinked or run around
with bad Boys.” In response,
the district attorney reassured
her that he tended not to
look harshly upon such cases.
Sometimes the letters go
beyond the scope of the
cases themselves and reflect
the times in which they were
written. A 1919 appeal for
clemency for a drunk driver
who killed two pedestrians not
only notes how the accident
haunted the driver (it turned
his hair gray), but adds that
the appeal, signed by many of
the driver’'s former neighbors,
could have included “many,
many more signatures...but |
excluded a certain lot of men
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on the petition
who is not a
100% American.”
A 1910 letter :
complaining about .
the activities of a
teacher charged with
neglecting her duties states
that the “trouble first Come
by the Italian boys Stealing
pencils from my Children And
when my boy took them from
them there was a row the
[talian then threatened to
stab my boy and my Girl.”
The attitude of county
residents toward Westchester's
large Italian population is
reflected in many of the case
files. The Italian “Black Hand”
is mentioned in several of
them, and some files include
the original extortion letters.

It also appears that Italians
made up a large proportion
of the Westchester County
lail's population, since visiting
hours were printed on jalil
letterhead in both English and
Italian at one point in 1916.
These case files not only

provide information about
individual defendants and
crimes. They also offer a
perspective on the criminal
justice system in the early
twentieth century, insights into
societal conditions of the time,
and the impact of historical
events on Westchester County
and New York State. m

www.nysarchivestrust.org
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