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One of the benefits of doing historical research is
inadvertently finding a person or event you weren’t looking
for that proves to be every bit as compelling and irresistible
as what you were researching. More than once I have
strayed and lost focus when tempted by one of those things
I wasn’t looking for but couldn’t ignore once I found it.
Discipline and deadlines usually rescued me but once
commitments were met, I was back after the accidental

discovery. So it was with my fortuitous discovery of
Marie L. DeVessey, a woman whose 19th and early
20th century career and lifestyle were born of serial
self-reinvention and funded by profiting at the
expense of the personal misfortunes of those who
crossed her path.

I happened upon Marie a couple years ago
when I was using old newspaper archives to
research the suffragette movement in New Jersey
in the last decades before women won the right to
vote. Amidst the stories of women activists
determined to win the vote was an 1894 New York
Leader article about a vocal “anti-suff” in the form of
Dr. Marie L. DeVessey who, according to that
newspaper, had “begun the work of organizing anti-
suffrage clubs in various cities” with the “general”
name “The Non-Suffrage Association of American
Women.” Under the subtitle “An Interesting Political
Diversion By A Woman,” the article recounted
DeVessey’s pronouncements that man was
“designated by the Creator as the guardian of
society” and that giving women the vote would “rob
man of the caste which Almighty God had most
truly vested in him.” Noting that DeVessey’s views
would “send the suffrage sisters into a rage,” the
paper concluded that it took “a rather plucky sort of
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person to stand up and defend man’s right to the exclusive
enjoyment of political power.” Trust me: “plucky” doesn’t begin
to describe Marie DeVessey.

Intrigued by the seeming incongruence of a 19th century
female doctor whose profession had long been a male bastion
pontificating scripture to defend denying her sex the right to
vote, I set off to search newspaper archives for more stories
about Marie DeVessey. That opened the door to what would
ultimately be a fascinating genealogical adventure
reconstructing the life of a Victorian-era chameleon whose
enterprising iterations began in Virginia, moved on to Georgia,
headed north to Michigan, then east to our nation’s capital, and
later found a home in New Jersey, specifically in Trenton and
Jersey City. The key to collecting the puzzle pieces of Marie
DeVessey’s life came, as it so often does in genealogical
research, from a notice of her death that appeared in the
Baltimore Sun in March 1921. That obituary read as follows:

Dr. Marie L. DeVessey, 73 years old, said to be one of the first
women physicians to practice in Baltimore and a pioneer
opponent of woman suffrage, died yesterday at her home, 525
North Charles Street. Dr. DeVessey’s first experiences in healing
were on the battlefields of the Civil War where, when 14 years
old, she helped her father, a sanitary officer of the Union Army,
take care of the wounded. She graduated from the American
School of Medicine of Cincinnati. After practicing in Baltimore
for several years in the early eighties (1880s), she went to New
York where she remained for 25 years. Later she went to
Washington (DC) where she stayed until her retirement in 1916.
She has lived in Baltimore for two years. Dr. DeVessey is
survived by a daughter by her first husband, Miss Louise von
Haffner, and two brothers, W.A. and John V. Cobb of Selma,
Alabama. The funeral will be held at 9 o’clock Friday morning
when a requiem mass will be said at the Cathedral. Burial will be
in New Cathedral Cemetery.

The above death notice revealed something critical that
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none of the newspaper articles about Marie during her lifetime
had included: her maiden name, presumption being that it
would be the same as that of her two surviving Cobb brothers.
Using that maiden name, estimating her birth year as
1848–1849, and adding to that earlier newspaper reports that
she had been born in Virginia meant it was time for some
searching on Ancestry.com.

The Ancestry search yielded census records for Marie’s
family beginning with 1850 when she was listed as one-year-old
“Mariah,” living with her parents James Napoleon Bonaparte
Cobb, a hotel operator, and Elizabeth Myers Cobb in the Eastern
District of Amherst County, Virginia. A decade later when the
1860 U.S. census was taken, the Cobb family was living in the

town of Dalton in Whitfield County, Georgia. James N.B. Cobb,
working as a “collector,” and his wife had added four more
children: Sarah, John V., Mary, and William. The Cobb family
continued to live in Georgia throughout the years of the Civil
War and an 1864 Georgia Militia muster roll indicated James
was exempt from serving due to having only one eye. By 1870,
James N.B. Cobb was a widower living with his four youngest
children and told the census-taker he was a tailor. Mariah/Marie
had married in 1866 at the age of 17.

Marie married a Union Army officer, Frank Haffner, 12 years
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older and born in Germany. The marriage was performed on
February 7, 1866 in Whitfield County by a minister from the M.E.

Church of South Dalton named
William C. Maloy. Haffner’s military
record has an entry stating that he
was in the military prior to the Civil
War years and, in 1859, had been a
prisoner of war held in Texas. In
August 1861 as the Civil War
intensified, Haffner enlisted in the
New York Infantry, 68th Regiment. His
file shows promotions to Lieutenant
and then Captain during his four
years in the Union Army that included
service in Tennessee and Georgia. He
was discharged in Georgia in October
1865, marrying Marie Cobb less than
4 months later.

Dalton, Georgia was a
location where military action took
place multiple times between 1862
and 1864. It is likely that Haffner met
Marie during his war years in Georgia
and perhaps, referring back to the
above obituary, Haffner received
medical care from Marie and her
father James while fighting in the

Dalton area. Haffner’s enlistment record states his civilian
occupation as “jeweler.” In 1867, a Georgia tax assessment
record lists Frank Haffner as a Dalton “manufacturer” and the
1870 U.S. census recorded Frank, a silversmith, Marie and their
two children, Charles (age 3) and Louisa (age 1) living in the city
of Dalton.

Within a few years after that 1870 census was taken, Marie
and Frank Haffner parted ways. An 1880 U.S. census record
shows Frank Haffner working as a jeweler in Florida and
married to a different woman. Frank Haffner died in May 1889
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and about a year later his second wife applied for a veteran’s
pension as his widow. An affidavit in support of her application
stated that she had married Frank Haffner in Waycross, Georgia
in April 1875 and that five children were born to their marriage.

About the same time that Frank remarried, Marie Cobb
Haffner resurfaced as Marie DeVessey, the wife of Dr. Delmeta
DeVessey. In December 1881, an extensive newspaper ad
extolling the curative powers of Dr. Delmeta DeVessey appeared
in the Saginaw (Michigan) News. The grammar and spelling in
the ad appear to be that of someone for who English was not a
native tongue. The ad included a half-dozen testimonials from
purported patients who had miraculous cures from deafness,
“dimness of sight,” debilitating rheumatism, epilepsy, liver
problems, and head pain as the result of DeVessey’s “magnetic”
and “electric” treatments. The ad makes no mention of Dr. Marie
DeVessey. Similar ads appeared in Michigan newspapers in
1882 and in Akron, Ohio in 1883.

1884 would be a pivotal year for Delmeta and Marie
DeVessey. In June, an ad appeared in the Kalamazoo (Michigan)
Gazette announcing that Dr. D. DeVessey and Madam M.L.
DeVessey were offering a “public healing of the sick free of
charge to all” at the local opera house on four consecutive days.
The ad promised the “world renowned magnetic and
psychologic physicians” would make “the lame walk; the deaf
hear; the blind see; without the aid of any poisonous medicines”
in their “private parlors for the sick.” Readers were encouraged
to come to see the DeVesseys even if they had to travel a
hundred miles to receive the one magnetic treatment that
would cure “all chronic diseases” including “sore throat, sore
eyes, bronchitis, consumption, dropsy, rheumatism, cancer,
loss of manhood” and ills resulting from “youthful indiscretion.”
Women patients were promised cures for their “female
complaints” including “nervous prostration, defective memory,
general debility, aversion to society, despondency, uterine
derangements, and depressed spirits.” For those who could not
get to Kalamazoo for a meeting with the DeVesseys, the ad
offered “cures by mail.”
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Only a month later at the end of July, the DeVesseys were
advertising a similar four-day healing event in the Trenton Times
to be held on Broad Street in Trenton. In addition to the wide
array of illness cures offered in Michigan, potential patients in
the greater Trenton area were also promised relief from “all
blood impurities, all spinal affections including curvatures, and
all mental difficulties.”

But all was not well with the Drs. DeVessey. On July 31,
1884, the Trenton State Gazette reported that Delmeta DeVessey
had been arrested and jailed for repeatedly harassing his wife
and sister-in-law while drunk. Referring to Delmeta as the “chief
healer” of the two DeVesseys, the article reported that “half the
poor sick people in town” had met with them “for the purpose of
being operated upon.” Delmeta was sentenced to 10 days in jail
based on charges pressed by his wife and sister-in-law.

Just days later, likely when her husband was still
incarcerated, Dr. Marie L. DeVessey ran an ad in the Trenton
Times offering “magnetic electric and psychologic treatment” in
Trenton with no mention of her husband. Marie’s ad had a more
professional tone and a style that conveyed a sensitive
“bedside manner.” She referred to herself as “your friend in
sickness.” Much of the ad spoke to mothers, “the ones to see to
the interest of sons and daughters” and characterized good
health as “of more value than rubies.” Waxing poetic, the ad
included the following little ditty:

Yes, yes, we strengthen in the battle,
Fight disease on every hand,

Yes, bravely let the muskets rattle,
Gain your health, you hold command.

My continuing newspaper and genealogical research turned
up no further mention of Delmeta DeVessey after his July 1884
arrest in Trenton. Point of fact, I never found any genealogical
trail for him—no census, immigration, marriage or death
records whatsoever. As far as Marie was concerned, however,
the adventures were just beginning. In an 1884 ad in the Trenton
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State Gazette, Dr. Marie L. DeVessey, C.M.S. offered medical
treatment by mail. “Send Your Photograph” read the title of the
ad that promised “patients living at a distance can be cured by
mail, in confidence without mercury” if they would “send a
stamp for a circular” and state their age. Respondents were
promised the return of their photograph along with information
concerning their health and “the way to success.” Within a few
months, Marie had a new ad guaranteeing “a cure in every case”
that included a sketch of her and advertising two offices: one in
Trenton and the other in Philadelphia. Five years later, in 1889,
Marie was still advertising her medical services in the Trenton
Times promising an immediate cure for malaria “without
quinine.” Her credentials had expanded to “M.D., V.D., C.M.S.”
(translate that: Doctor of Medicine, Doctor of Vitopathy, and
Member of the Circle of Medical Science) and her offices were
then on Southard Street.

Less than a year later, in February 1890, the “Doctoress
DeVessey” made the pages of the Trenton Evening Times under
the headline “A Babe’s Fate! Cast Off By Rich Parents—In the
House of a Female Physician.” The long article, recounting
reports by a cabby, a black domestic servant, a Mrs. Conrad
Hummel, a hack driver, and Trenton police told the mysterious
and unseemly tale of the birth and abandonment of baby girl.
Very late in the stormy evening of December 1888, a young
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woman described as about 19 years of age, “a decided blonde,
tall, straight, elegantly formed and richly attired” entered a cab
at the Trenton train station instructing the driver to take her to
Marie DeVessey’s office on State Street. Upon arrival, the young
woman was met by DeVessey and the cab driver reported that,
by the reception given the woman, she and DeVessey “had
evidently met before.” Five days later the domestic, named
Susan and hired by DeVessey to attend to the young woman,
reported hearing the wail of a baby in the closet of the room
where the “beautiful young woman” was resting. Opening the
closet door, she discovered a naked newborn baby lying on the
bare floor. Picking up the poor child, she brought her to the
bedside of the young woman who ordered the servant to “take
it away—take that brat out of my sight.” As if that were not
enough rejection of the little baby girl, Susan reported that a
young man visited the young woman and then instructed Susan
to either care for the infant or take the baby to the police station
and “tell them to use it for a pen wiper.”

Susan bathed, dressed, and cared for the baby for two
weeks until a woman named Mrs. Conrad Hummel of 22 Morris
Avenue came to Marie DeVessey’s office in response to a
newspaper ad offering a baby for adoption. It was reported that
DeVessey drew up adoption papers giving the baby to Mrs.
Hummel who was delighted to become her mother. All was well
for a year until Mrs. Hummel noticed a “well-dressed stranger”
lurking in the vicinity of her home and appearing to be
interested in the little girl. Fearful, Mrs. Hummel took the
adoption papers that DeVessey prepared to a lawyer for review.
She was told that the adoption papers were “of no use” and that
the biological parents of the little girl could reclaim custody at
any time. Despite having been the child’s mother for a year at
that point, Mrs. Hummel packed up the child, hurried to
DeVessey’s office threatening to “return” the child (to
DeVessey) if she was not provided with adoption papers
making her the permanent legal mother of the child. DeVessey
was not at home at the time and, making good on her threat
and seemingly without concern for the little girl’s welfare, Mrs.
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Hummel dumped the child on the young woman who had
answered the door and left. The Trenton Evening Times wrote
that “if there is anything in this world that Doctoress DeVessey
doesn’t like, it is a baby” and reported that Mrs. Hummel’s drop
off of the little girl greatly angered the doctor who quickly
hatched her own plan in response. A hack driver was hired and
promised a premium to confidentially transport a woman from
the vicinity of the DeVessey offices to Morris Avenue at
midnight. The hack driver reported picking up the woman, who
was carrying a “bundle” and driving her to Mrs. Hummel’s
address whereupon the woman deposited the bundle on the
door-step, quickly re-entering the hack and ordering the driver
to speed off.

About ten minutes later a Trenton police officer walking
down Morris Avenue heard a crying child and discovered her on
the doorstep wearing nothing but a thin undershirt. Knocking
on the Hummels’ door he woke them up and demanded to know
who “owned the child.” Mrs. Hummel responded saying
“Doctoress DeVessey put that there” and refusing to take the
child into her home. The article concluded by saying that the
child was in temporary care and was reportedly the
granddaughter of a wealthy New York hat manufacturer who
objected to his daughter marrying the son of a former business
partner. The little girl was said to be the victim of this family
quarrel. For her part, Mrs. Hummel claimed she was “not
anxious” to give up the little girl but “acted as she did in order to
secure papers giving her entire charge of the little waif.”

Dr. Marie L. DeVessey: doctor, adoption agent...and
matrimonial broker, it seems. In June 1890, the New York Herald,
Dallas Morning News and other papers reported “A Feminine
Doctor Who Enjoys Making Matches as Well as Money” who
was offering “A Queer Defense in a Lawsuit.” Having opened an
office in Newburgh, New York in early 1890, Marie and her
daughter Louise were known to locals. Marie, described as
attracting “much attention on the street” due to her “very
showy” manner of dress was reported as making “big money by
effecting several remarkable cures.” The Herald reported that
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she was a widow and a “very tall, well-formed Virginia woman”
with local offices and others in Philadelphia and Washington,
DC. Miss Lizzie Moore of Orange County, treated by DeVessey
for “weak eyes,” subsequently filed suit against DeVessey for
failure to repay a loan of twenty-five dollars. DeVessey
countered by stating that she was hired by Moore as a marriage
broker for a fee of $100 and succeeded in introducing Moore to
a man she then married but was never paid the full fee for her
services in that regard. Interviewed by a local reporter,
DeVessey described herself as “having a fun-loving nature” that
had allowed her to help “hundreds of men and women to make
matches,” a role she found “most charming work.” She
continued on to say that she “believed in doing good for her
fellow human beings, whether physically or materially.” In the
end, the court ruled in Miss Moore’s favor and the Herald
reported that “Mme. DeVessey went into hysterics” upon that
announcement.

As was customary, Marie DeVessey moved on it seems,
resurfacing in Jersey City in the early 1890s and living at 9 East
Hamilton Square according to a local directory. It was at that
point that she began espousing her views in opposition to
giving women the vote. In the same time period, she appeared
in Paterson, Newark and Manhattan directories with local
addresses in those locations as well. An ad for her medical
services appeared in the Washington D.C. Evening Star
newspaper in 1908, confirming that she was still in the
business of providing “miraculous” cures.

Ever the multi-tasking entrepreneur, in early 1911 she turned
up in the newspapers in connection with a murder that
happened at a Newark boarding house. Charles William Todd,
born in about 1873 in Pennsylvania was arrested for the
shooting death of Mrs. Meta Behrens, the owner of the house
where the crime took place following what was described in the
New York Press as a party hosted by the victim. Mrs. Behrens’
maid witnessed the murder in the woman’s parlor. When
arrested shortly thereafter Todd, very intoxicated, was unable
to explain what happened except to protest his innocence. In
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his pockets police found a pair of diamond earrings and a gold
chain and locket belonging to the dead woman, removed from
her body as she lay dying in her parlor.

The newspaper article, in giving background on the accused
killer, reported that he was the son of Herbert L. Todd, an
inventor of devices associated with the telephone “who
disappeared mysteriously twenty years ago in England.” (In
fact, my research revealed that Herbert Todd, a draftsmen with
some patents, had gone to England in the early 1890s but he
didn’t “mysteriously” disappear—he remarried to a much
younger woman with whom he started a new family and can be
found in U.K. census records of 1891, 1901 and 1911.)

The New York Press headline read: “Woman Shot, Heir to
$5,000,000 Held.” That’s where Marie DeVessey comes in—the
money angle. Charles Todd, asserting that he and his mother
(Herbert Todd’s first wife) had a valid claim to $5,000,000 in the
stock of the Transcontinental Telephone Company related to
one of his father’s patents, had “interested” DeVessey in his
cause and she had retained a New York law firm to assist him.
Three months later, after a three-day trial in Newark, Charles
Todd, then about 38 years old, was convicted of second degree
murder and sentenced to 30 years in the New Jersey State
Prison by Judge Ten Eyck.

Thirty years had passed since Marie Cobb Haffner became
Dr. Marie DeVessey and began making her geographic rounds,
hawking consultations, cures, matchmaking and more while
leveraging her ever-growing network of contacts from Michigan
to Manhattan and beyond. Not long before her death, when the
1920 U.S. census was taken, Marie and her daughter Louise
“Von” Haffner were living with relatives on Lloyd Avenue in
Baltimore. Louise indicated that she was the owner of millinery
shop. Marie was recorded as a physician practicing “the new
method.” To quote Mark Twain: “Many a small thing has been
made large by the right kind of advertising.” Marie DeVessey’s
life and career give testimony to the power and profit that can
be generated by the shrewd, if not honest, use of publicity.
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“Our ancestors dwell in the attics of our brains
as they do in the spiraling chains of knowledge 

hidden in every cell of our bodies." 
---  Shirley Abbott
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