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  INTRODUCTION


  EVERYONE KNOWS THAT THE BEST VIEW OF THE CITY IS driving into it from Lake Shore Drive. North or south, no matter which neighborhood along the coast you’re coming from, the city is most beautiful along the lakefront. The winding shore brings the faded buildings in and out of view until suddenly, they loom above you, the skyscrapers of the Windy City, the mountains of Illinois.


  When I think of Chicago, I envision the gleaming lights off Navy Pier. I think about how every summer, North Avenue Beach turns into the largest party Chicago has ever seen. I think of Wrigley Field and how the Chicago Cubs finally laid the curse to rest when they became 2016 World Series champions. I think about the notable figures who made their start here: Kanye West and Jennifer Hudson and President Obama and the First Lady, Michelle. I think deep-dish pizza and Italian beef (extra wet) and a Chicago dog with absolutely no ketchup. I also think about how kind the people on the street can be every day.


  Before last year, my heart was spellbound by Chicago’s overwhelming magnificence, naive to its disturbing past and fiercely loyal to the namesake of the city. Now I recognize that every hometown has its horrors. Chicago looms over the Midwest like an iron giant, ready to take on anyone or anything that stands in the way of its might and everlasting glory. Many see this place as a sanctuary, a safe haven, a home, while others recognize that there are dark secrets lurking in every corner of Chicago’s murky, if shallow, history. Researching these underground stories compelled me to fall in love with this city all over again. Every story brought me to a new place as I walked the paths that Chicago’s greatest villains had tramped before me, exploring my tainted city with an ominous historical perspective for the first time.


  The real-life Gotham City has corrupt origins just like its fictional counterpart, ones that people have only guessed at or not bothered to look straight in the face for fear of the truth. And, while all of this strangeness certainly makes Chicago the intriguing cesspool of secrets that it is today, it’s easy to feel disturbed in the wake of the monumental tragedies, horrors, and otherwise unexplained events that plague this city’s history.


  Everyone is interested in the shocking, whether they care to admit it or not. I am no exception to having a casual curiosity about morbid stories. After diving into some of the strangest secrets that Chicago had for an editorial, an interest in the weird gripped me. Globe Pequot Press gave me the platform to expand on these unusual tales, which manifested into traversing the darker side of Chicago history, starting, of course, with Chicago’s most infamous characters.


  Throughout the first part of the book, you’ll find yourself chilled by serial killers like H. H. Holmes and John Wayne Gacy, staring down the barrel of Al Capone’s gun, and cavorting in the Levee District with the Everleigh sisters. Chicago was filled to the brim with ominous outlaws who pushed the boundaries of society, some with more malicious intentions than others. As you watch Dillinger weave in and out of the city and question the morality of the Lipstick Killer, notice how every one of these criminals carries notoriety, but not all have wicked objectives.


  The second part of Sinister Chicago tackles the difficult process of selecting the most horrendous tragedies Chicago has ever seen. While both the first and third parts of the book include stories of murder, violence, and rape, the singular events described in the second part stand out as the most tragic and unjust. The conclusions of these stories fluctuate wildly, from moments where humanity rose from the ashes to events that fostered death and despair. Chicago’s sinister history extends into both historical erasure and accidents that should never have happened.


  There are plenty of landmarks still standing in Chicago that are soaked in rich history, a few of which have particularly corrupt narratives. Elements of creepy take over some stories, from the morbid fire in the Loop to what lurks beneath Lincoln Park, and systematic immorality plagues others, like the extensive history of Chicago’s first slum. Chances are you’ve been here before, and your perspective will change after you discover the sinister history behind it.


  What a shame to know the truth, that the White City is soaked crimson with bloodshed and injustice. Chicago might not exist the same today if these macabre events had not occurred, but I deeply mourn the victims of the past. So many innocent people were caught in the crossfire of American history and I have no words that could possibly right the wrongs built into their stories.


  But there is hope. Chicago is now a glistening city, made up of a vastly diverse group of people who enhance its cultural richness. There will always remain an effort to ward off evil, construct more sensible laws, and protect the people of this city, but we are fighting for the safety and happiness that all of us deserve. Chicago is brimming with warriors who are working endlessly to reduce criminal activity, including ordinary people who practice kindness in everyday life. With these efforts, we can only hope the world is a better place tomorrow than it is today.


  As the bitter wind picks up and carries you along Lake Shore Drive into some of the most historic landmarks that Chicago has to offer, keep in mind the glistening future of this great city. Let not these dark histories take hold of your soul and send you into despair. Tomorrow is bright. Chicago still stands. And its secrets do not define its future.





  PART I


  CHICAGO’S INFAMOUS CHARACTERS
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  CHAPTER ONE


  H. H. Holmes Born with the Devil Inside


  CHICAGO WAS AT THE HEIGHT OF INNOVATION WHEN THE devil arrived.


  He was an irresistible figure, towering above the average man and effortlessly smooth. While men only dreamt of growing the full, bristling mustache that concealed his lips, women found him inexplicably alluring. But in the end, they all fell victim to his horror.


  The devil entered Chicago as the city was reaching its prime by hosting the world’s fair, then known as the Columbian Exposition. It was the most anticipated event of the year, and it offered a way for inventors to introduce many new things to the world. People traveled from every corner of the earth to see inventions that are commonplace today—like the first gas-powered motor, the zipper, and Pabst Blue Ribbon beer. When Chicago outbid New York to host the Columbian Exposition, New York Sun editor Charles Dana implored his readers to ignore the “nonsensical claims of that windy city,” unintentionally inventing the famous nickname. Of course, the world’s fair was also where George Washington Gale Ferris Jr. revealed his enormous, spinning wheel, one of which can be found in almost every amusement park in the world today. There was even a 1,500-pound chocolate statue of the Venus de Milo looming over the courtyard as people gazed up in awe.


  But among the many amazing and never-before-seen attractions that awaited the guests who had traveled from Chicago and beyond to explore the fair, there lurked a serial murderer whose sinister invention would become known as H. H. Holmes’s Murder Castle.


  Though the building seemed to serve as a line of retail stores topped by residential apartments, which were used as surplus hotel rooms for world’s fair guests, a series of unusually malicious features were built into the plans at 63rd Street and Wallace Avenue. The first and second floors, for instance, were connected by a private compartment and staircase that Holmes used to travel in secret. Most of Holmes’s employees knew of the passageway and thought nothing of it. What they didn’t know was that Holmes used this method of creeping, along with many other hidden avenues in the building, to prey on the innocent, quenching some sick satisfaction in removing them from his path. Deadly secrets crawled the walls of Murder Castle, all sadistically perpetuated by the devil himself, and almost no one coaxed inside ever returned.


  Many of the rooms were soundproof, but guests didn’t know that when they checked into the upstairs hotel. Instead, the horror set in when they awoke to the smell of gas leaking through wall vents in the middle of the night. But by then, it was too late to escape. Holmes was ready to start his work. No longer guests, but prisoners, they would often find their doors locked, but even if they could get out, they were met with secret passageways that led nowhere. The building was riddled with windowless rooms and trapdoors that led to airtight chambers with iron-plated walls. Many of the features were controllable by levers and pulleys in Holmes’s office, and he even installed a bell that was triggered when guests would step outside of their rooms.


  Holmes played with his victims, often waiting until they were shrieking for help before he gave lenience. His version of grace, however, was to get the victims where he wanted them and then drop the floor out from under them. There was one section of the second floor that had a wooden chute leading straight to the basement, a nightmarish ending for Holmes’s most unfortunate victims. Many fell to their deaths down the chute, but the unluckiest were finished off in acid vats and pits of quicklime.


  There was a crematorium in the basement used to dispose of the remaining evidence and an operating table stood close, always blood-soaked and awaiting the next to suffer. Nearby lay an ominous spread of surgical tools and a strange torture device, all used to dissect and strip the cadavers down to bone. Holmes would sell the skeletons to universities, making a profit off of his sins.


  And yet, during all his time in Chicago, no one ever accused H. H. Holmes of murder or harmful intent. Several people went missing after coming in contact with Holmes, and even if the victims’ loved ones made this connection in their heads, they never came forward or made an effort to stop the violence. Holmes played them all so well that his charm, however staged, made a lasting impression. The devil almost walked free.


  Before Chicago ever called to H. H. Holmes, he was born Herman Webster Mudgett to affluent Methodist parents in Gilmanton, New Hampshire, on May 16, 1861. Journalists have since mythicized his household situation, claiming that his father was recklessly brutal in the home and that Holmes may have tortured and experimented on small animals as a child. Such stories are the product of modern media attempting to fit Holmes into the mold of the contemporary serial killer, but the truth is he doesn’t fit. Herman Webster Mudgett was given love, care, attention, and a grand education, but he still had the greedy nerve to demand more of the world. Holmes wouldn’t stay in New Hampshire for long, and when he left, he would evolve into America’s most infamous terror, deserving of the White City Devil moniker.


  One of the few boys Holmes befriended in his childhood was an older kid named Tom. When Holmes was eleven, the two boys went exploring inside an abandoned home riddled with rotting floorboards and dilapidated walls. Tom fell to his death from a landing on the second floor; at the time, both families believed his death was a tragic accident. In hindsight, it is far more likely that Tom was Holmes’s very first victim.


  Holmes married three times in his life, but not all of these unions were legally recognized, as Holmes didn’t bother to get divorced when he skipped town. All his wives assumed they were still technically wed after Holmes left them. And he did always leave them. He first stole the heart of Clara Lovering when they were barely seventeen, even fathering a child with her. The family moved out of state so that Holmes could study medicine at the University of Vermont, but by then their relationship was already unstable. Other students took note of how aggressive Holmes acted toward Clara, but she didn’t stand for this very long. She uprooted herself and her child in 1884 and moved back to New Hampshire, never to hear from Holmes again.


  Holmes transferred to the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor, which was known for its programs in the medical field. Many speculate that this was where Holmes found his love for death, as several of his fellow students noted his obsession with human dissection. He was always eager to explain the gory details of his work and sometimes took the cadavers home for his personal use.


  Soon, he turned morbidly creative in his pursuits. Holmes began swindling insurance companies for money, going to elaborate lengths to take out fraudulent insurance policies. He would disfigure stolen cadavers and restage their deaths to look like accidents; this ensured that each victim’s beneficiary (who always happened to be Holmes) would receive the maximum settlement. The insurance money would end up in his pocket and he would do it all over again.


  In his early adulthood, Holmes continued to commit fraud and other schemes against anyone who fell for his faux charisma. He moved across the country from city to city for years to avoid paying bills and continuously increased his personal wealth, hardly ever paying a cent for anything. By 1886, he had finally landed in Chicago, a city budding with opportunity, and decided to pursue a new life under the pseudonym H. H. Holmes. Some want to believe he chose the name, dramatically, of course, to honor Arthur Conan Doyle’s famous detective, Sherlock Holmes, but the first story to star the sleuth wasn’t published until a year later. The truth is it might have been just another one of his aliases, randomly chosen only to end up famously haunting the headlines years later.


  After arriving in Chicago, Holmes settled in the Englewood neighborhood, where he took up a job as a drugstore clerk. The place was owned by a Dr. Elizabeth S. Holton, who welcomed Holmes’s offer to help out around the store. He was just the person she could use to man the ground floor while she ran the everyday operations. While many stories portray Dr. Holton as an elderly woman with a bedridden husband, they were actually young adults not much older than Holmes. They also shared an alma mater, which meant that Holmes seeking out the store was probably not a coincidence. Proven to be hardworking, Holmes eventually purchased the drugstore from Dr. Holton and she and her husband moved
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