
HOMETOWN TERROR!
The 1892 Lynching of Robert Lewis in Port Jervis, New York

MICHAEL J. WORDEN
Deerpark Town Historian
Author of the award winning Lynched by a Mob!



Retired Police Officer – Port Jervis City Police Department

Deerpark Town Historian
Justice for the Deerpark Town Justice Court

Author of the two time ward winning book Lynched by a Mob!  
& The Murder of Richard Jennings. The True Story of New York’s 
First Murder for Hire

MWORDEN@SISUBOOKS.COM

MICHAEL J. WORDEN



VILLAGE OF PORT JERVIS
IN THE GILDED AGE

▪ Prosperous community

▪ D&H Canal

▪ The Erie Railroad 

▪ Port Jervis, Monticello & New York Railroad

▪ Modern – electric lights, telephones

▪ Wealth inequality typical of the Gilded Age



VILLAGE OF PORT JERVIS
1890S

▪ Total pop. 9327

▪ 126 African Americans

▪ 1.35% of the population

▪ 1880 - total pop. 8678

▪ 1880 - 208 African Americans

▪ 1880 – 99 resided at “Reservoir View” of the 
estimated 130-150 who resided there



RESERVOIR VIEW
THE HOLLOW

▪ Squatter’s community

▪ Initially along the reservoir

▪ Derogatory names

▪ Both African Americans and Caucasians

▪ 1883 evicted to nearby property

▪ Farnumville (with the derogatory names)



INTEGRATED SOCIETY

▪ Primary schools

▪ The Academy

▪ Land ownership

▪ Living & Working in the village



RICH V POOR

▪ Socioeconomic status

▪ Poor Caucasians viewed the same 
as poor African Americans

▪ Derogatory slurs for the poor

▪ Public shaming for receipt of 
public assistance

▪ Perception of the Hollow by the 
white population 

▪ Perception of the Hollow by the 
black population



JUNE 2, 1892



THURSDAY EVENING JUNE 2D, IS A DATE THAT WILL GO
DOWN IN LOCAL HISTORY AS MARKING THE MOST
DISAGREEABLE SCENES THAT WERE EVER ENACTED IN
THE VILLAGE OF PORT JERVIS IF NOT ORANGE COUNTY.

Port Jervis Union, June 6, 1892



ROBERT LEWIS

▪ Not his real name

▪ Born Robert Murray around 1863

▪ Henry C. Jackson and Anna McBride

▪ Lived most of his life in Port Jervis

▪ Bus driver for the Delaware House

▪ What was his life like before June 2, 1892?

▪ What were his final hours like?

▪ Presumption of innocence



LENA MCMAHON

▪ Born in New York City around 1868

▪ Came to live with McMahons around 
1875-1876

▪ John McMahon and Theresa Reddy

▪ Pretty and smart young woman

▪ Graduate of the PJ Academy

▪ Operated a confectionary on Kingston 
Avenue

▪ What was her life like in the years after 
that fateful night?



P.J. FOLEY

▪ The man of mystery

▪ Phillip? Peter?

▪ From Massachusetts

▪ Insurance salesman

▪ At the center of a 130-year-old 
mystery 

▪ Relationship with Lena

▪ Just who was P.J. Foley?

▪ Was he a scoundrel or a scapegoat?



ASSAULTED IN 
BROAD DAYLIGHT

• Less primary source 

material

• Witnesses

• Lewis identified

• Misinformation & 

rumors

• PJ Foley seen lurking

• Lewis flees on foot



SEARCH AND 
APPREHENSION

• Role of the police

• Sol Carley and 

Seward Horton

• Track to the canal

• Overtaken at 

Huguenot

• Foreshadowing of 

events to come



MOB AT
PORT JERVIS

• Waiting for a suspect

• Innocent man saved

• No advance notice or 

warning

• Being driven to his 

death



SHOCKING
CONFESSION

• Return to Port Jervis

• Lewis confesses

• PJ Foley set it up!

• Legit confession?

• Voluntary?



SEIZED BY
THE MOB

• Outside the local jail

• Officers powerless

• Vicious physical 

assaults

• Desperate 

interventions



MARCH TO
THE TREE

• Attempted lynching

• Saved by the Village 

President

• Please by police

• Reprieve for 

identification

• March to the death 

begins



MARCH TO
THE TREE

• Nearly a half mile

• Beaten entire route

• Rope around the 

neck

• Police threatened

• Dragged by his neck

• Attempts to save 

Lewis





LYNCHED!

• Lena has died!

• Hastily hanged

• Judge Crane

• Temporary reprieve

• A word either way

• Hanged again

• Left in the gutter





AFTERMATH
AND FALLOUT

• Relic hunters

• National news

• Southern mockery

• Officials outraged

• Condemnation with a 

caveat

• Vows to hold people 

accountable



CORONER’S INQUEST

▪ Problematic & flawed

▪ Public spectacle

▪ Foundations of a community 
coverup



CORONER’S INQUEST

▪ Witnesses over 5 days

▪ Devolves into a farce

▪ First failure of the legal system



WE FIND THAT ROBERT LEWIS CAME TO HIS DEATH IN 
THE VILLAGE OF PORT JERVIS ON JUNE 2D, 1892, BY 
BEING HANGED BY HIS NECK BY A PERSON OR PERSONS 
UNKNOWN TO THIS JURY. 

Coroner’s Jury Verdict



GRAND JURY EVALUATION

▪ Goshen Court House

▪ Hon. Edgar M. Cullen

▪ DA Michael H. Hirschberg

▪ June 22, 1892



GRAND JURY EVALUATION

▪More than 20 witnesses

▪Over two days of testimony

▪June 24, 1989 Grand Jury Report



GRAND JURY EVALUATION

▪ Ordered by the judge to hear more 
testimony

▪ Additional witnesses called

▪ June 29, 1989 Grand Jury hands up 
indictments



GRAND JURY EVALUATION

▪ RIOT & ASSAULT 2: William Fitzgibbons, Lewis Avery, John Henley, and 
John Lyman 

▪ ASSAULT 2: John Eagan

▪ BLACKMAIL: P.J. Foley

▪ NEGLECT OF PUBLIC OFFICE: O. P. Howell



GRAND JURY EVALUATION

▪ Permission to present to a grand jury in the fall term

▪ September 1892 new GJE

▪ No additional indictments



GRAND JURY EVALUATION

NONE OF THE INDICTED MEN ARE 
EVER BROUGHT TO TRIAL



A FORGOTTEN CRIME



HOW?

FEAR

PROTECTION

SHAME

INTENTIONALACCEPTANCE

FRUSTRATION

LIFE GOES ON



JUNE 2, 2022
130th Anniversary



TRUE CRIME CATEGORY

2023 GOLD 
MEDAL  

Independent Publisher Book Awards

TRUE CRIME CATEGORY

2023 WINNER
Next Generation Indie

Book Awards

WWW.LYNCHEDBYAMOB.COM        WWW.MICHAELJWORDEN.COM
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