For a while in 1922,
America thrilled to the
salacious story of a
murdered monkeycollecting circus-owner
in New Jersey, his
former Broadway chorus
girl wife, and New
Jersey’s version of
Sherlock Holmes
seeking to answer the
burning question...
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Doris Brunen

By 7:30 P.M. on the evening of March 10, 1922,
“Honest John” Brunen had fed his basementdwelling monkey collection, and was sitting in a
chair in his living room at 508 New Jersey Avenue in
Riverside, New Jersey, perusing a Philadelphia
Bulletin article on the murder of Paramount Pictures
film director William Desmond Taylor, Brunen’s
“boyhood friend,” in Hollywood “under mysterious
circumstances.” And then the shotgun went off,
shattering a window pane before the full charge
caught the 47-year-old circus owner in the back of
his head. Brunen never had a chance to draw the
handgun he habitually carried in his pocket. His wife
Doris heard the shot and ran downstairs. She called
a doctor, who arrived, found the dead man, and
called police.
The following day the New York Times noted the
coincidental parallels between Brunen’s murder and
those of Taylor as well as a “bridge expert,” Joseph
B. Elwell of New York City, as each had been “sitting
down when shot, caught off his guard by the
murderer.” The Times remarked that, as in the cases
of the other two victims, “the probable motive [was]
expected to be found in some hidden chamber of the
circus man’s past.” Renowned Burlington County
detective Ellis Parker was soon on the job. It was
assumed in New Jersey that if anyone could open
that chamber, it was Parker.
John Brunen had emigrated from Germany in the
late 1880s at age fourteen, found work in a Coney
Island shooting gallery and traveled around the
country with carnivals, living in Tennessee and
Pennsylvania. He abandoned his first wife Dorothy
to marry Doris Mohr, a former Broadway chorus girl
whose first husband, an actor, had deserted her and
moved to China. Brunen took over Doris’ father’s
carnival, called “Mighty Doris,” which he combined
with a “trained wild animal” circus as the “Mighty
Doris and Colonel Francis Ferari Combined Shows.”
Brunen’s carnival/circus traveled all over the eastern
United States in the first decades of the 20th century.
It was a big production, filling thirty railroad cars on
the road. He gained the nickname “Honest John”
because he “refused to allow any games of chance”
to be connected with his shows, not due to any
admirable personal traits on his part.
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Ellis Parker

So who shot “Honest John”—and why? It turned
out there were a number of candidates, as he had
made a lot of enemies and lived, according to one
newspaper account, “with the fear of death hanging
over him,” and carried a handgun in his pocket. The
day he was murdered, Brunen had been chased by
unknown men in an automobile when returning from
his circus winter quarters in Williamstown, New
Jersey. To name a few, his enemies included a Perth
Amboy lion tamer named William Parkstrom, angry
that Brunen had his marriage to the circus man’s 17year-old daughter Hazel annulled, Gus Werner, a
violent roustabout Brunen had recently fired, and
Ben Franklin, a Baltimore advance agent he had fired
and whose brother he had had arrested for theft.
The family of William Savitski of Mount Carmel,
Pennsylvania, certainly had a motive to do Brunen in.
In 1916, the circus man refused to allow lighting
company workmen to turn off the electricity at the
end of his show at Mount Carmel. They insisted, and
in what turned into a brawl, Brunen shot and killed
Savitski, who had allegedly kicked him in the groin
and ran away. There were conflicting accounts,
however, with some saying that Savitski was merely
a bystander. Charged with murder, Honest John was
acquitted on grounds of self-defense.
Ellis Parker, the nationally-known and
meticulously
assiduous
Burlington
County
detective—often referred to as “New Jersey’s
Sherlock Holmes”—found significant motives closer
to home. Although Doris suggested to Parker that
“the New York gambling crowd” might have been
responsible, it appeared that the Brunens had a
rocky marriage. They had apparently traded shots in
a living room duel the previous Christmas during an
alleged argument over Hazel’s marriage, with one of
his bullets lodging in Doris’ corset and one of hers in
his leg, but the incident was “hushed up” by local
authorities. There were also rumors that Doris was
having an affair with Doc Ward, the circus
superintendent, and Parker uncovered some steamy
correspondence between the two, as well as a letter
from Brunen to his sister in the dead man’s pocket
declaring that his wife was “figuring to do away with
me.” The fact that neighbors had not heard Brunen’s
dog barking, and that a talking parrot had been
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Hazel Brunen

removed from the room where he was shot led
Parker to consider the probability that Brunen was
killed by someone he knew.
One account noted that “heel marks from a
woman’s shoe” had been discovered outside the
window through which Brunen was shot. Doris
admitted they were hers, as she had walked past the
window to access a “hatchway” into the cellar to
check on the monkeys prior to her husband’s return
home on the day of his death. There were a man’s
shoe tracks there as well, and a neighbor had seen a
man running from the Brunen residence following
the sound of a shot.
Burlington County Prosecutor J. E. Kelsey
announced that he was going to request that the
county freeholders and state government offer
rewards for Brunen’s killer, “dead or alive.” New
Jersey law authorized the county to offer $500 to
$2,000 and the state $500 to $2,500 in rewards.
Parker methodically put the pieces together,
along with interviewing witnesses who had seen
glimpses of the gunman and his getaway car. His
suspicions fell upon Doris’s brother Harry Mohr, who
was a part owner of the circus and stood to gain it all
should Brunen die. Parker interviewed Mohr, who
was not cooperative and produced an alibi of sorts.
He then decided that the weak link, and possible
shooter, was Charles M. Powell, a circus employee
and associate of Mohr. Powell was living in Camden,
and Parker, rather than request that Camden police
detain him, sent his own officers to arrest the
suspect. In a subsequent interview Parker said that
he had “kidnapped” Powell, a term that would come
back to haunt him years later.
In custody in Mount Holly, Powell confessed that
he had pulled the trigger on Brunen, that Harry Mohr
had offered him $1,000 to perform the act and had
driven the getaway car. Both Harry and Doris were
arrested and charged with Brunen’s murder. Parker
opined that Doris “instigated” her husband’s murder
because “Brunen was getting on the women folks’
nerves” and that Mohr, with the added financial
motive, had engineered the assassination. Both were
arrested and subsequently indicted for Honest
John’s murder.
The trial, held in Mount Holly in December, 1922,
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Scene from the trial.

was a nationally reported event that one newspaper
declared “furnished thrills” to the public. Harry and
Doris claimed innocence and Harry’s wife Bessie
testified that Powell was a narcotics addict, and
hence his statements were worthless. She also
noted that Brunen’s “terrible temper and brutal
arrogance made him thousands of enemies in every
circus lot in the United States,” and that there were a
lot of people who wanted him dead. On the witness
stand Doris, “sobbing convulsively,” said “I have
never in my life talked about killing my husband. I
loved him”
Hazel Brunen, Doris’s stepdaughter, differed. The
“flamboyantly dressed Hazel” testified for the
prosecution, claiming that Doris had unemotionally
told her that people were out to kill her father and so
she should not be surprised if she heard he was
shot. The trial got lively. When Hazel pointed at Doris
and said: “She murdered my father,” Harry Mohr
yelled out “you lie” and Bessie Mohr screamed:
“You’re a liar Hazel. Be careful, you tramp. I picked
you up out of the gutter.” As she was escorted out of
the courtroom Bessie shouted “I’ll get her!” In the
wake of the outbursts defense attorney Walter S.
McKeown, who had been questioning Hazel, almost
collapsed and “had to be aided to a neighboring
drugstore and given restoratives.” It was suggested
that Hazel had changed her previously admiring
opinion of Doris and Harry to facilitate her claim to
the entire estate of her father.
In dramatic contrast, Powell’s “mouselike” wife
testified that Mohr had showed up several times at
her home, gave her husband money and paid the
couple’s rent in a Camden rooming house at 45
Cooper Street. Her husband’s testimony was
particularly devastating for Mohr, as the admitted
triggerman asserted that Doris’ brother had driven
him to Philadelphia, gave him the money to
purchase a double barreled shotgun in a pawnshop
on Ninth Street and then proceeded to another pawn
shop where he bought a single barreled shotgun.
Unsure of whether or not Powell could handle the
guns properly, Mohr then took him out in the woods
to practice. Powell said that they had originally
intended to ambush Brunen on the road, but that
that plan did not work out.
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John Brunen’s sister, Elizabeth
Jaeske, being led from her
brother’s funeral.

Powell concluded his testimony by recounting
that Mohr had driven him to the Brunen home on the
evening of March 10 th, handed him the double
barreled gun, poured him a shot of whisky and told
him to go shoot “Honest John.” According to Powell,
the pair had disassembled the murder weapon and
tossed the parts along the road during their escape.
Detective Parker had found several of the parts,
including one with a serial number and traced the
gun, a Belgian import, through two owners to the
pawnshop where it was purchased. A neighbor who
saw the assassin’s car speed away had recorded the
license plate number. It proved to be Mohr’s. The
“unknown men” who followed Brunen’s car home
were apparently Mohr and Powell.
In an interesting sidelight, fifteen potential women
jurors were not selected for the case by “common
consent” of attorneys on both sides. Mrs. Elizabeth
Conover of Delran, one of the rejected jurors, told a
reporter that “men dreaded a woman’s intuition and
especially her direct thinking apparatus when it came
to judging the innocence or guilt of a member of her
own sex.” Mrs. W. F. Letford of Palmyra summed it all
up by saying “I consider the calling the women here
and then dismissing them by mutual agreement of
the defense and prosecution rather a farce and a
travesty on giving women the vote.”
The trial was national news and even caught the
attention of humorist Will Rogers, who commented
that “The Brunen murder case has shoved the HallMills case [The New Brunswick minister and the choir
singer murder] out of the papers and that State [New
Jersey] is the hardest place in the world for a man to
tell the truth and not be believed. A guy [Powell]
comes forward in this Brunen case and admits he did
the killing and the courts won’t believe him.”
In the end, Harry Mohr was convicted of murder
and sentenced to life in prison, and Doris was
acquitted. Powell, who “barked like a dog” and
screamed bizarre things in his jail cell, was
sentenced to 20 to 30 years in prison. In February,
1923, he was diagnosed as “paranoic” and
transferred to the New Jersey State Hospital for the
Insane. Mohr appealed his sentence based on
technical points and Powell’s diagnosis. The New
Jersey Supreme Court decided that although Powell
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was arguably a “lunatic,” it was up to the presiding
judge to determine if the witness had “sufficient
understanding” of the “obligation of an oath” and
was “capable of giving a correct account of the
matters which he has seen or heard in reference to
the issue.” The judge had decided, and the appeal
was denied.
In the aftermath of the trial Doris Brunen stated
that she was going to move to New York or
Philadelphia and open a “Mexican tea room.” And
then she disappeared. Harry appeared on the 1930
census as a prisoner in the New Jersey State Prison
in Trenton. He appears to have been paroled at some
point, as he was living in Irvington, New Jersey in
1942 and listed his sister Doris, who had apparently
resumed using her maiden name, as a resident of
Mountainside, New Jersey. There is no indication
that she owned a tea room.
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