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2 T HE R E A L LOL I TA

a child’s utter lack of guile, with-
out any idea of what horrors lie 
ahead. Here was evidence of one 
future she might have had. Sally 
didn’t have a chance to live that 
one out.

F L O R E N C E  “ S A L LY ”  H O R N E R 

disappeared from Camden, New 
Jersey, in mid- June 1948, in the 
company of a man calling him-
self Frank La Salle. Twenty- one 

months later, in March 1950, with the help of a concerned 
neighbor, Sally telephoned her family from San Jose, Califor-
nia, begging for someone to send the FBI to rescue her. Sensa-
tional coverage and La Salle’s hasty guilty plea ensued, and the 
man spent the remainder of his life in prison.

Sally Horner, however, had only two more years to live. And 
when she died, in mid- August 1952, news of her death reached 
Vladimir Nabokov at a critical time in the creation of his novel- 
in- progress— a book he had struggled with, in various forms, 
for more than a decade, and one that would transform his 
personal and professional life far beyond his imaginings.

Sally Horner’s story buttressed the second half of Lolita. 
Instead of pitching the manuscript into the fire— Nabokov had 
come close twice, prevented only by the quick actions of his 
wife, Véra— he set to finish it, borrowing details from the real- 
life case as needed. Both Sally Horner and Nabokov’s fictional 
creation Dolores Haze were brunette daughters of widowed 
mothers, fated to be captives of much older predators for nearly 
two years.

Florence “Sally” Horner, age nine.
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 A T R IP TO T HE BE ACH 25

two other Camden detectives, William Marter and Marshall 
Thompson, to look for Sally in Atlantic City. On August 4, they 
arrived at the lodging house on 203 Pacific Avenue that Sally 
gave as the return address on her letters. There they learned 
from the landlady, Mrs. McCord, that Warner had been living 
there, and he’d been posing as Sally’s father. There were no 
other daughters, nor was there a wife. Just one little girl, Sally.

The police also learned the man Ella knew as “Mr. War-
ner” worked at a gas station, and adopted the alias of “Frank 
Robinson.” When the cops went to the gas station, he wasn’t  
there. He’d failed to show up for 
work and hadn’t even bothered 
to pick up his final paycheck. 
“Robinson” had disappeared, 
and so had Sally. Two suitcases 
remained in their room, as did 
several unsent postcards from 
Sally to her mother. “He didn’t 
take any of his or the girl’s 
clothes, either,” Thompson told 
the Philadelphia Inquirer. “He 
didn’t even stop long enough 
to get his hat.”

Among the items left be-
hind in the rooming house was 
a photograph, one that Ella had 
never seen before. In it, Sally 
sat on a swing, feet dangling 
just above the ground, star-
ing directly at the camera. She 
wore a cream- colored dress, 
white socks, and black patent 

Photograph of Sally discovered at 
the Atlantic City boardinghouse in 
August 1948, six weeks after her 

disappearance.
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Seeds of Compulsion

As Marshall Thompson continued to track Frank La 
Salle’s whereabouts without results, Vladimir Nabo-
kov remained on a quest to plumb the fictional mind 

of a man with a similar appetite for young girls. So far, he had 
not been successful. He could have, and tried to, abandon it 
altogether— there were plenty of other literary projects for 

Vladimir Nabokov holding a butterfly, 1947, at Harvard’s 
Museum of Comparative Zoology, where he was a fellow.
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64 T HE R E A L LOL I TA

the five girls beginning on March 9, 1942—the night the first 
girl reported her rape to police— and “at various times” between 
that date and February 1943, when La Salle was finally arrested. 
Frank wrote her frequently from prison— a habit he would re-
peat later in life— but if he meant to persuade Dorothy to stay 
married to him, he was not successful.

La Salle was paroled on June 18, 1944, after fourteen 
months in prison. He took a room at the YMCA on Broadway 
and Federal, registered for the draft, and got his Social Security 
card. He also had to register with the city as a convicted crimi-
nal; a blurry photo from June 29, 1944, shows a middle- aged 
man with gray hair, blue eyes, high cheekbones, and a squint. 
He wore a more subdued expression than in the prison intake 
photo from March 1943, where he’d smirked at the camera, 
seemingly free from worry or care.

La Salle found work as a car mechanic in Philadelphia, but 
found himself in repeated trouble with the law. An indecent 
assault charge was dropped on Halloween, but the following 
August, he got caught at Camden’s Third National Bank trying 

Mug shot of Frank La Salle taken upon the start of his prison 
sentence for the statutory rape of five girls, 1943.
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The office was the opposite of bustling. None of the detec-
tives were around, and the quiet cast a strange pall over the 
place. Then the phone rang. Larry Doran, chief of detectives, was 
on the line. He told Cohen that a local man had gone “berserk 
on River Road and was shooting people,” which was why every 
police officer was out of the office. He also told Cohen that Un-
ruh was alive and in custody after his twenty- minute rampage.

Cohen walked over to the police station to interview the mass 
shooter and found him cooperative. “It was a horrible, revolting 
narrative,” Cohen recalled in a 1974 interview. “He really gave 
it cold, cut- and- dry. There was no attempt to conceal or be fur-
tive. He didn’t seem to experience the normal relief of getting 
it off his chest. There was no remorse, no tears. There was a 
lack of all emotion.”

Mitchell Cohen questions Howard Unruh in a hospital bed,  
September 7, 1949.
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From there the quartet headed to Jackson Hole, where 
Nabokov wanted to look for a particularly elusive subspecies 
of butterfly, Lycaeides argyrognomon longinus. On the way the 
Oldsmobile blew a tire. As Dmitri and Richard started chang-
ing it, Nabokov said, “I’m no use to you,” and spent the next 
hour catching butterflies. They arrived the following day, 
around July 19. For the next month and a half, the Nabokovs’ 
home base was the Teton Pass Ranch, at the foot of the moun-
tain range. Nabokov’s hunt for his coveted butterfly subspecies 
proved successful.

The six- week stay was not without rough moments, 
though. Dmitri and Richard Buxbaum decided to try climbing 
Disappointment Peak, next to the Grand Tetons’ East Ridge. 
The climb to the top, seven thousand feet above base level, was 
straightforward at first. Then Dmitri, with the overconfidence 
befitting a fifteen- year- old boy, decided they should switch to 

Nabokov re- creating the process of writing Lolita on note cards.
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because she wasn’t in the habit of 
trusting people. She craved love she 
never found. She got pregnant so 
often she was in a perpetual state 
of exhaustion, dealing with babies 
and children. George always found 
work, but the money he brought 
in was hardly enough for an ever- 
expanding family. When her chil-
dren misbehaved, it was all too easy 
for Ruth to fall back into the pat-
terns she learned as a child, berat-
ing them the way her mother had 
berated her, telling them they were 
worthless, useless, or worse.

Her bitter outlook took hold 
upon leaving Washington State to 
marry her second husband, Ever-
ett Findley. (Ruth later said her first marriage, at sixteen to a 
man whose name she failed to remember, didn’t count.) The 
former Ruth Douglass was eager to flee her mother, Myrtle, 
whose cuts were always unkind, and her father, Frank, whom 
her children later grew fond of but whom Ruth, in her cups, 
recalled as being “not so innocent.” The children were never 
sure if Ruth was referring to her father’s penchant for drink or 
something uglier.

After their marriage, Ruth had followed Findley, a man 
more than twice her age, to San Jose, and bore him two sons. 
She met husband number three, George Janisch, sometime 
after the dissolution of her marriage to Findley. George hailed 
from Minneapolis; he was short and slight, and his blond 
hair and fair appearance befitted his Scandinavian heritage. 

Ruth Janisch, ca. 1940s.
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view, and picked up the thread. “I hope that man La Salle is 
properly punished. He should receive life imprisonment . . . or 
the electric chair.”

Then Susan turned her thoughts to a second telephone 
conversation she’d just had with her younger sister. “I couldn’t 
believe it was Sally I was talking to. It was wonderful.” Her 
eyes filled with tears. “I can’t wait to see her.”

Sally had asked Susan how their mother was faring. 
She also asked after Susan’s daughter, Diana, now nineteen 
months old.

“She looks just like you,” Susan said, and Sally burst into 
tears.

Telephones are a recurring motif in Lolita. The incessant 
ringing of the “machina telephonica and its sudden god ” in-
terrupts the narrative, as Humbert Humbert’s psyche begins 
to fissure— the monster underneath waging war with the ami-

able surface personality he 
presents to the world. Tele-
phones are also the means 
through which Humbert 
discovers Charlotte’s acci-
dental death, since he is too 
preoccupied with fixing her 
a drink to notice that she has 
left the house.

With Charlotte perma-
nently out of the picture, he 
goes to pick up Dolores at 
Camp Q to break the news 
of her mother’s death in his 
own special way— “all a- jitter 
lest delay might give her the 

Sally on the telephone to her family  
in the hours after her rescue.
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to the New Jersey governor to start the extradition process. A 
second copy of the proceedings, signed by Judge Rocco Palese, 
was airmailed to California to reinforce La Salle’s detention. 
Cohen also received permission to bring both Sally and La 
Salle— separately— back to Camden, and to cover their travel 
expenses, as well as those of Camden city detective Marshall 
Thompson and county detective Wilfred Dube.

Cohen, Dube, and Thompson flew into San Francisco on 
Sunday, March 26. Over the next few days, Cohen received ap-
proval to extradite La Salle from Governor Driscoll in New Jer-
sey as well as his California counterpart (and future chief justice 
of the Supreme Court) Earl Warren. Cohen also interviewed 
various residents of the trailer park. One was Ruth Janisch, who 
told Cohen she was willing to testify at La Salle’s trial.

On Thursday, Sally was released from the San Jose deten-
tion center into Cohen’s custody. Just after 8:40 a.m. Pacific 
time on Friday, March 31, 
Sally and Cohen boarded a 
United Airlines flight headed 
for Philadelphia. Sally wore 
a navy- blue suit, polka- dot 
blouse, black shoes, a red 
coat, and a straw Easter bon-
net for her first- ever plane 
trip. She told Cohen how 
much she looked forward to 
seeing her family. She threw 
up only once, when the plane 
ran into turbulence just out-
side of Chicago.

Ella waited at the airport 
in the backseat of Assistant 

Sally Horner and Mitchell Cohen 
board a Philadelphia- bound United 

Airlines flight, March 31, 1950.
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Camden County Prosecutor (and future New Jersey gover-
nor) William Cahill’s car. The rest of Sally’s family, including 
Susan, Al, and their baby, Diana, arrived separately. Several 
other planes landed first, each one lifting Ella’s spirits before 
crushing them again. “Why doesn’t it come,” Ella said, her face 
pressed against the car window. Sally’s plane finally landed just 
after midnight, just over an hour late.

From the plane, Sally spotted her brother- in- law in the 
crowd. Sally wanted to get out right away, but Cohen told her 
to wait for the other passengers to leave first. Then she spotted 
her mother. “I want to see Mama!” she cried.

“All right, Sally,” said Cohen. “Let’s go.”
Sally stood at the doorway for a moment, looking around. 

Then she spotted her mother running toward her, holding out 
her arms. Sally raced down the steps, her face lit up with joy 
and washed in tears.

Sally sees her mother, Ella Horner, for the first time in  
twenty- one months. 
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She and her mother clung to 
each other for several minutes, 
oblivious to the myriad f lash-
bulbs popping at them. At first, 
they were weeping too hard to 
speak. Then Sally said: “I want to 
go home. I just want to go home.”

When they were safely in As-
sistant Prosecutor Cahill’s car, 
Ella explained to Sally that she 
couldn’t go home just yet. Instead, 
the authorities would take her to 
the Camden County Children’s 
Shelter in nearby Pennsauken, 
New Jersey, where she had to stay 
“until the trial is over.”

After a short drive, their car arrived at the center, the Pan-
aros following closely behind in a separate vehicle. Susan got 
out of the car at the same time as Sally.

“Susan!” Sally cried upon spotting her older sibling. Sally 
had been so overwhelmed by the sight of her mother, the pho-
tographers, and so many well- wishers that she hadn’t realized 
her sister was part of the crowd.

“I kissed you at the airport but you didn’t recognize me!” 
Susan said.

Then Sally realized her sister was holding a little girl in her 
arms. Sally reached for Diana, the niece she’d never met, and 
hugged her tightly. “Gee, she looks like pictures of me taken 
when I was a baby!”

Cohen, exhausted from the trip, gently informed the fam-
ily that Sally needed to get some sleep.

In the days that followed, Ella was the only family mem-

Sally leans on her mother’s 
shoulder minutes after being 

reunited.
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before Palese decided upon a sen-
tence for Frank La Salle. The judge 
ordered Sally’s abductor to spend no 
less than thirty and no more than 
thirty- five years in prison for the kid-
napping charge. He would have to 
serve at least three- quarters of the 
full sentence before being eligible 
for parole. Palese also added a two-  to 
three- year sentence for the original 
abduction charge, as well as an addi-
tional two to three years for violating 
his parole.

Two days later, just after noon on 
April 5, La Salle began his sentence 
at Trenton State Prison.

BEC AUSE FR A NK L A SA L L E  pleaded guilty, Sally did not get to 
testify against him. In Mitchell Cohen’s office after the hear-
ing, she asked, once more, letting go of the earlier courtroom 
stoicism and blinking back tears, when she could go home. 
With the case finished, and Frank La Salle going to prison, 
surely she could return to her mother right away?

Cohen sympathized with Sally, and told her so. There 
seemed no reason to keep her in the state’s custody when the 
case was finished and La Salle incarcerated, but the wheels of 
bureaucracy turned at their own pace, not his. Judge Palese 
was the one who would have to decide when she could be re-
leased into Ella’s custody again. Palese did so the very next day.

At noon on April 4, 1950, Cohen summoned Sally and Ella 
to his office for what he later told the press was a “lengthy con-

Frank La Salle, after 
pleading guilty.
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Other photographs from the same time suggest that living 
at the Panaros did Sally some good. One shows Sally standing 
by herself, clad in an elaborate pale- hued frock suitable for go-
ing to church or an afternoon social event. She’s smiling at the 
camera, though her eyes carry remnants of the shyness she 
displayed while being filmed at the Philadelphia Zoo.

Sally’s smile is wider in a second photo of her in a differ-
ent fancy dress. Here she poses with a dark- haired young man 
wearing a suit at least two sizes too large. The boy is her appar-
ent date, for a school dance or a church social. His name, and 
how the evening went, is lost to time— as is whether he was 
aware of what had happened to Sally.

By Sally’s fourteenth birthday in April 1951, she looked like 
the typical American teenager of that period, the type to be 
wowed by Perry Como or Tony Bennett or Doris Day or other 
popular singers of the time. (In Lolita, Nabokov dutifully listed 

Sally Horner and her older sister, Susan Panaro,  
in the family greenhouse.
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the soundtrack of Dolores and Humbert’s road trip, including 
Eddie Fisher’s “Wish You Were Here,” Peggy Lee’s “Forgive 
Me,” and Tony Bennett’s “Sleepless” and “Here in My Heart.”)

One candid photo, likely taken by Al Panaro, hints at more 
complicated undercurrents in her than in a “bobby- soxer,” as 
Sally was sometimes referred to in the press coverage of her 
rescue. She wears jeans again, as she did in the greenhouse 
photo with Susan, but now her shirt is dark, and her curly hair 
is pulled back. Her lipstick looks near- black in the black- and- 
white photo, which suggests she 
is wearing a ruby- red shade. The 
camera has captured Sally as 
she emerged from her bedroom, 
newspaper in her right hand, 
expression quizzical, as if she’d 
been interrupted while reading 
the funnies. She seems to be in 
need of sleep, caffeine, or a com-
bination of the two.

Though Sally adopted a 
mask of good- natured resilience, 
Al recalled his sister- in- law drift-
ing into melancholic moods. She 
would be in the moment, then 
gone. A light would shine, and 
then flicker out. “She never said she was sad and depressed,” 
Al told me in 2014, “but you knew something was wrong.” 
The family discouraged discussion about her ordeal, and she 
almost never spoke of what happened with anyone. There were 
no heart- to- hearts. She underwent no psychological examina-
tions; nor did she see a therapist. There was only Before, and 
After.

A candid shot of Sally holding  
a newspaper.
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Nabokov worked in the 
passenger seat of the Olds-
mobile, away from the noise 
coming through the motel 
room walls and insulated 
from the floods and storms 
that curtailed his exercises in 
lepidoptery. Dmitri, now sev-
enteen, joined his parents in 
Telluride, Colorado— he was 
coming from Harvard, where 
he’d finished up his first 
year— and took over the driv-

ing duties, too. The family wended their way through the Rock-
ies, Wyoming, and West Yellowstone, Montana, before return ing 
to Ithaca at the end of August.

Weeks of butterfly- hunting in the Rockies, often shirtless 
with his chest exposed to the sun, had little immediate ef-
fect upon Nabokov’s health. The accumulated exposure didn’t 
cause any issue until he returned to Cornell, when a nasty case 
of sunstroke finally hit, confining him to bed for two solid 
weeks. “Silly situation . . . to be smitten by the insipid N.Y. sun 
on a dapper lawn,” Nabokov noted in his diary. “High tempera-
ture, pain in the temples, insomnia and an incessant, brilliant 
but sterile turmoil of thoughts and fancies.”

The Nabokovs changed their itinerary for the summer of 
1952. They began their journey in Cambridge, Massachusetts, 
rather than Ithaca, because Vladimir had taken up a teaching 
post at Harvard for the spring semester (he was on sabbatical 
from Cornell). A mitigating factor in moving back to the Cam-
bridge area was to be closer to Dmitri, continuing his studies 
at Harvard.

Véra and Nabokov chasing butterflies.
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Weekend in Wildwood

Carol Taylor no longer remembers why she and Sally 
decided to go down to Wildwood that summer week-
end in 1952. It was mid- August in Camden, a time 

of relentless heat and humidity. Nobody had air- conditioning, 
and heading to the Jersey Shore was an easy way to find some 
relief.

Carol and Sally were both working summer jobs as wait-
resses at the Sun Ray drugstore in nearby Haddonfield. They 
were best friends. They were fifteen. They were just a few 

Carol Starts, Sally Horner’s best friend, summer of 1952.
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even in the classic high school 
graduation head shot: while other 
classmates try for seriousness be-
lying their years, Baker, his dark 
hair tousled and his eyebrows 
raised, makes the thought of put-
ting away childish things seem 
eminently unreasonable. The 
sparkle in his eye lurks in group 
photos of the many school musical 
groups he played with, from the 
senior jazz band to the string or-
chestra to the treble clef quartet. In 
all those shots, Baker holds his trusty soprano saxophone like 
the proverbial piper ready to entice those eager to follow him 
wherever he may go.

Photographs lie, of course. They are but millisecond- long 
glimpses of a more complicated set of feelings, emotions, in-
teractions. One should be careful of reading too much into 
them. But photos are all that remain, since Baker— Eddie in 
his youth— isn’t around anymore to say what was in his mind 
at the time. He died in 2014, age eighty- two, still living in his 
hometown of Vineland, New Jersey.

What is clear from those photos of Baker is why Sally 
found him attractive at a time when she was finally ready to 
feel such things. Edward Baker was tall, dark, and twenty to 
Sally’s mature- not- by- choice fifteen. She didn’t tell Baker her 
real age; she said she was seventeen, and Baker said later he 
“thought she probably was. She looked it.” Carol said that Sally 
was “bananas” for him as soon as she saw him.

Sally had confided in Carol throughout their yearlong 
friendship, and especially over that summer, about her loneli-

Edward Baker’s high school 
graduation photo, 1950.
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which Humbert revisits Briceland and in a library browses 
through a ‘coffin- black volume’ with old files of the local Ga-

zette for August 1947. Humbert is looking for a printed pic-
ture of himself ‘as a younger brute’ on his ‘dark way to Lolita’s 
bed’ in the Enchanted Hunters hotel, and Nabokov evidently 
thought of making him come across a report of Sally Horner’s 
death in what the narrator aptly calls the ‘book of doom.’ ”

Nabokov decided against this approach. Instead, he seeded 

AP story of Sally Horner’s death transcribed onto  
a note card by Vladimir Nabokov.
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parallels between Sally’s story and 
Lolita. He zeroed in on the same 
parenthetical phrase that, decades 
later, first caught the attention of 
Nabokov scholar Alexander Dolinin 
and, then, me. He compared spe-
cific events that occurred in Lolita 
to what happened to Sally. The re-
sults were published in an unusual 
venue: the men’s magazine Nugget, 
racier than Esquire or GQ but more 
prudent than Playboy.

Nugget had a knack for pub-
lishing stories with literary con-
nections. It helped that its editor at 
the time was Seymour Krim, who 
was affiliated with the Beat Gen-
eration, hanging around with Jack 
Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg, and Neal 
Cassady, though unlike them, he 
never wrote poetry or fiction. Krim 
also embraced the New Journalism 

ethos while working at the New York Herald Tribune with fu-
ture stars Tom Wolfe, Jimmy Breslin, and Dick Schaap. Nugget, 

under Krim’s editorial guidance, featured stories and articles 
by Norman Mailer, James Baldwin, Otto Preminger, William 
Saroyan, Chester Himes, and Paddy Chayefsky— and that was 
just in 1963.

Despite shooting for high literary quality, Nugget wanted 
to reach a mass audience— though Krim and his staffers 
sabotaged their own efforts by failing to stick to a regular pub-
lishing schedule. Just five issues of Nugget appeared in 1963; 

Image accompanying Peter 
Welding’s November 1963 

article for Nugget.
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Sally Horner, age fifteen, summer of 1952.
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