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FOREWORD

Lizzie Borden took an axe,

And gave her mother forty whacks,

When she saw what she had done,

She gave her father forty-one.

.

Lizzie Andrew Borden (b.1860 – d.1927) was tried and acquitted in the 1892 axe murders of her father and stepmother in Fall River, Massachusetts. Media coverage of the case created a furor throughout the United States reminiscent of the Rosenberg, Claus von Bulow and O.J. Simpson trials. No other suspect was ever charged with the double homicide, and speculation on the case continues to this day. 

The case is curious because there was no physical evidence linking Lizzie to the murder. The broken axe the police found in the basement was clean of blood and the police refused to use forensic testing for fingerprints (a science then in its infancy). The defense raised evidence that Andrew Borden was a hard businessman who had made many enemies. On the other hand, the atmosphere in the Borden household was tense, Lizzie resented her stepmother, she was prone to mental instability, and she had purchased poison a few days before the murders which police suspected was the cause of food poisoning. There was a financial motive: Lizzie was upset her father had transferred property she was due to inherit to other family members. And then there was the 'paint stained' dress Lizzie burned three days after the murder…

In March 2012, the handwritten journals of one of Lizzie's defense attorneys, Andrew Jennings, finally came to light. The journals, which contain newspaper clippings and notes Jennings made at the time of trial indicate he felt Lizzie was innocent. However, in later years there was tension between Lizzie and Jennings. Once the trial was over, Jennings cut off any mention of it with a firm statement that he preferred not to discuss it. The sudden disappearance of the Borden maid back to Ireland always cast a shadow over the characters of Lizzie’s three attorneys, and Lizzie resented their whopping $25,000 legal bill (an ungodly sum of money back in 1893). Attorney's get paid to believe their clients are innocent, and Lizzie's three lawyers got paid better than most.

Although there are many books written on the double homicide and subsequent murder trial, A Private Disgrace is far and above the most readable. Victoria Lincoln was a professional writer who grew up in Fall River, near Lizzie Borden. As the daughter of a family that produced machinery for the cotton mills that were the foundation of Fall River’s economy, Miss Lincoln grew up acutely aware of the social distinctions, manners and mores of the society to which the Bordens belonged and in which Lizzie's trial took place. This first-hand knowledge, combined with her painstaking research, make her unique among writers about the case. 

Lincoln’s hypothesis in 1967 that Lizzie suffered from a form of temporal lobe epilepsy is widely disregarded – such symptoms would more likely be attributed to mental illness today – and recently uncovered documents may indicate that some of the “facts” on which Miss Lincoln relied were, in fact, gossip. Even so, she makes a convincing – and entertaining – argument for Lizzie’s guilt.




Praise for A Private Disgrace

BEST FACT CRIME WORK OF THE YEAR [1967]

Edgar Winner

--Mystery Writers of America

.

"… a splendid big book … a model of murder study, in research and in writing; and it gives back to us our most beloved murderess."

--Anthony Boucher

The New York Times Book Review

.

"The story of Lizzie Borden and the murders of her father and stepmother has become an odd if minor cultural phenomenon … That in the proper hands it can still make an arresting story that generates its own tensions (even though we know how it comes out) can be seen from this retelling of the case by Victoria Lincoln … It is a tribute to her handling of the story that she can give us the facts without destroying the mystery."

--Thomas Lask

The New York Times

.

"The result does much more than provide a wholly convincing solution. Her remarkable portrait of a mill town and its people makes us see the passions of classic tragedy -- love and hate -- expressing themselves, in New England's Indian summer, as passionate greed and equally passionate propriety."

--The New Yorker
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MAP 2: 
Ground Floor, Borden House
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Mr. Borden's head rested on sofa arm by door -- see X -- as he took his nap.

(A) Lizzie stood here, in angle of coal-closet door, as she burned the dress she had placed on the closet shelf some hours before.

(B) Stove in which she burned it.

(C) Where Emma was washing the dishes when Lizzie began to burn the dress.

Note that upstairs guest room (5, next floor plan) can be reached from kitchen entry (D) only by way of the kitchen and sitting room. Shelves at left side of sink room and two sides of pantry; sitting-room closet also filled with shelves. Extremely small broom closet facing stairs at right side of front door is not indicated on this floor plan.




MAP 3: 
Second Floor, Borden House
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1. Mr. and Mrs. Borden's room. 2. Mrs. Borden's dressing room. 3. Emma's room. 4. Lizzie's room. 5. Guest room, in which Mrs. Borden was killed. 6. Landing at head of stairs. 7. Dress closet.

Asterisk (*) marks Mrs. Borden's body, between the bed and the bureau.

The door that was kept locked and fastened on both sides from the time of the robbery until the murders, thus making it impossible to get from 5 to 1 without going down the front stairs, through the sitting room and kitchen, and up the back stairs.




BOOK ONE: 
Why Lizzie Took An Axe



Chapter 1
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LIZZIE BORDEN is an American legend: the lady with the axe. The Greeks had Clytemnestra; we have Lizzie. Lizzie is also a perennially fascinating cause célèbre: she is the sane, civilized woman accused of a madman's crime—mid-morning slaughter in a tiny house where she was not even alone with her victim parents; they kept a maid. The driving motive behind this bloody—and indiscreet—violence is most commonly given as a cool desire to inherit their considerable fortune. 

The case has always held its honest students spellbound, because the factual evidence of her sole opportunity and her guilt is so overwhelming, yet the bare idea of her guilt is so humanly incredible, so absurd. Ever since she was acquitted, Lizzie the legend, Lizzie the case, has fascinated writers; she has to be made plausible. There are two popular ways of doing this: either by laughing at her, transmuting her story into a protracted sick joke, or, more simply and tastefully, by proving that somebody else did it. 

But I am writing about Lizzie from another angle. For to me, Lizzie is not a legend or a case; she is a woman I remember, a woman with whom I will always have a lot in common. When I say, "I knew Lizzie Borden," I do not merely mean, "I remember the face and the voice of the woman who lived at the other end of the block, in the house called Maplecroft, when I was young." I mean that Lizzie and I grew up in the same provincial mill town, that we belonged to the same stratum of its highly stratified society and were both creatures of an era that ended just as I reached my dancing days on the far side of World War One—the watershed. 

We may fight our background, or come to uneasy terms with in it, or accept it without question, but it is always a large part of the complexity that we call me. There is a very real sense in which a man who grew up in an urban ghetto, say, or as one of the old English landed gentry, or as a cattleman in the Southwest understands even the least congenial member of the world that bred him better than he can understand the most congenial spirit that he may meet in the world outside. 

Lizzie was of my parents' generation, but if she had been of mine we could never have been close friends. In mind and temperament we had next to nothing in common. But the background that I rejected and to which she remained loyal is still a stubborn feature in my own reality as it was in hers. 

I want to show you the world that made us both. I want to show you Lizzie and her family. I want to try to tell you a story in which many long-familiar—and confusing—facts dovetail into an unfamiliar picture, a picture never guessed at by more than a small-town few, most of whom are now dead. While many books have been written about Lizzie, they were necessarily written without the benefit of certain key facts, and, which is far more important, they were not written out of first-hand knowledge of the world that made her. Little by little I have come to realize that only such first-hand knowledge can save any writing on the Borden case, however careful and honest, from being only another deceptively well-documented fiction. 

This book is no plea for Lizzie. Like everyone, she had her good points, but I believe that she plotted one murder and committed two, and it's not a belief to laugh off or sentimentalize away. I don't even ask you to understand Lizzie, for in many ways she continues to baffle me: we come through on different wavelengths. 

But I do intensely want you to see her not as a legend, a case, but as a real person—Miss Borden who lived up the street in the house called Maplecroft. Her crime, trial, and acquittal are fascinating, and I have some hitherto unused information about them all, but taken by themselves I would not find them worth writing about. Lizzie is worth it to me; Lizzie and Andrew and Abby and Emma, the family that I know not only from court records, not only from that always dubious source, in-group hearsay, but because I know the family from which my own father came—its code, its way of life, even its tensions—all so much a part of the world that was once old Fall River, "up on the hill." 

But first I must try to tell you why Lizzie's story, so famous, is still so inaccurately known. 

In the town where I was born and bred, there's a divinity that still doth hedge the richer Bordens; before the presses could roll everyone had heard the news by word of mouth that Andrew and Abby Borden had been slaughtered by bright midmorning in their own home. It was unbelievable. 

The little obit, buried deep under the screaming front pages in the death column, presented the facts with the proper Borden touch: 

Died, in her home at 92 Second St., Fall River, Mass., on Aug. 4, 1892, Abby D. Borden, second wife of Andrew Borden, age sixty-five; also died at eleven o'clock at the same time and place, Andrew J. Borden, age seventy. 

Abby, by the way, had been Andrew's second wife for twenty-eight years, but nobody at all close to the family would have forgotten to mention her numerical order. 

On December 2 of the same year, a Grand Jury charged that Lizzie Andrew Borden with a sharp instrument "feloniously and of malice aforethought did strike, cut, beat and bruise in and upon the head of... the late Abby Durfee Borden divers, to wit, twenty mortal wounds, of which the said Abby Durfee Borden then and there instantly died." The mortal wounds upon the head of Andrew, the charge continued, were only ten. 

They were also weaker and more wavering. The folk song has it that Lizzie gave her mother forty whacks and her father forty-one; but this is not merely statistically inaccurate, it distorts the true heart of the matter, as any of us could have told you "up on the hill." 

The song was obviously composed "down under the hill" by outsiders. But even up on the hill we children sang it when I was young, and our parents were tolerant and amused. They could afford to be by then, for Lizzie had been tried and acquitted. 

She was tried out of town. When the jury returned its prompt verdict, the courtroom burst into cheers, and many wept. At home, up on the hill, old Fall River did not cheer or weep. Old Fall River breathed a faint sigh of relief, and did not thereafter discuss the case with outsiders. 

Incredible though it sounds, this is still true, though an outsider bent on research might well come away believing that he had received inside information. It would be an easy error to fall into, for when the mills failed forty years ago, the social structure of the town changed; many now dare consider themselves in who were hopelessly out in the small world that made Lizzie Borden. 

An outsider might also find it a little hard to understand why we, who protected Lizzie by our silence, were also so quick to ostracize her once the trial was safely over. 

Our archetypal pattern was set by Mr. Jennings, Lizzie's Fall River lawyer. After the trial he broke off legal and personal relations with Lizzie and her sister, but he also sequestered what his ever faithful young assistant, Mr. Phillips, was to describe in print fifty-four years later as "the mass of documents" bearing on the case. He took them home and hid them along with his pocket memorandum book of the period and other memorabilia of the trial, and thereafter refused to have the whole unpleasantness so much as mentioned in his presence. 

The cache, incidentally, went into an old tin hip-bath and was covered by an awning. His daughter still keeps the container and its contents safe from the world's eyes. We did not know about the hip-bath when I was young, but we respected Mr. Jennings and his silence. Our respect was not lessened by our belief that his extreme reticence sprang from a purely personal anxiety. We knew—or thought we knew—that he had become involved in the buying-off of a key witness. But we were convinced that the deal had been essentially the Borden sisters' doing, not his, and in any event it had cleared Lizzie—and, by extension, the rest of us—in the eyes of the world. Though Mr. Jennings had a more specific reason for his secretiveness than we had for ours, we were pretty well in the same boat. 

For it was ourselves we protected, not Lizzie. She was the skeleton in our cupboard, the black sheep in our family, a disgrace, but a private disgrace. I left Fall River in the year Lizzie died, which was also the year the mills failed and the year I married. I have been free of Fall River for a long time. Yet we never wholly outgrow our origins, and throughout the preparation of this book I have been haunted by a ludicrous, irrational sense of guilt. Somewhere in my marrow I am shocked to discover that I am the sort of person who would talk to outsiders about Lizzie. 

I was born an insider. My family had lived in Bristol County for three hundred years, marrying neighbors. My great-grandfather, grandfather, and father manufactured the textile machinery for the mills that were the raison d'etre of Lizzie's little world. And it is essential to Lizzie's story that I had to come of Yankee stock with mill money to be able to understand either the Borden murders or why and how they became a mystery. 

Lizzie, the secretive Mr. Jennings who set our tone, and many of the witnesses at the trial were my neighbors. My parents, of course, knew Lizzie and her circle. Lizzie's own parents, strictly speaking, had no friends, except for Abby's half-sister and Andrew's brother-in-law by his first marriage, but my grandfather sat with Andrew on many of the same mill boards and they were both presidents of local banks, a circumstance that has enabled me to uncover the precipitating motive of the crime. I myself was a close friend of Lizzie's sole friend of her later years, Miss Helen Leighton, a gentle spinster from Boston, who "knew" that Lizzie was innocent because of their shared passion for animals and Lizzie's gift for endearing herself to her servants. 

I left Fall River knowing what all these people knew, what they surmised, and what they dreamed up; and the years added false memories of my own. There was a lot to be sorted out, when I finally came around to it. 

Yet from the start I was spared some waste effort. For old Fall River, the inner circle never had any truck with either of those two legendary Lizzies who have popped up alternately throughout the years to delight the reading public with "new" light on the story. 

One of these Lizzies was conceived in the womb of the Second District Court of Fall River at the time of the preliminary investigation and came to birth at the final trial. She was a simple, upright, warm-hearted girl, a victim lamb offered by corrupt police to the sacrificial knives of a power-hungry D.A. and a weak-kneed Attorney General. The whole country once fell in love with her, and when she was acquitted The New York Times hymned her in a long editorial. 

The other Lizzie was born down under the hill, among shop owners whom Andrew Borden had mulcted and tenement dwellers whom he had evicted. Their Lizzie, a cut from the same nasty bolt of goods, had killed her miser-father and his wife because of an uncomplicated desire to inherit their considerable fortune. This second Lizzie—a heart of ice joined to a surprisingly impulsive hand—began to flourish in the wider world shortly after the trial. Few women can have set out on the royal road to riches more abruptly or with such abandon, but, after all, we love legends not because they are likely and commonplace but because they are singular. 

Both of these legendary Lizzies continue to spring up like fresh-mown dandelions, however often devotees of the one mow the other down. 

Up on the hill, we never gave either of them a thought. We had no doubt that she did it. We also had no doubt that, although Lizzie loved money fully as much as old Andrew ever did, she had loved him even more. 

We wasted little time wondering how anyone, even Lizzie, could nurse for five years a smoldering, mounting, murderous hate for anyone as dismally uninteresting as Abby Borden, and plot for two weeks her death by prussic acid. 

We did, however, attach grave importance to Lizzie's "peculiar spells." 

They had to be mentioned in whispers, since such "spells" were said to "run in families." Lizzie, as we saw it, had taken out one of her spells on the hated Abby and had been swept on by its sheer momentum to kill her father too. 

We were closer to the truth than the rest of the world, I have discovered, though the facts were more complex than we knew and, so far as the death of Andrew went, nearer to the stuff of tragedy. 

Here, for the first time, I will attempt to clarify the nature of those "peculiar spells," to demonstrate that in fact they were seizures of epilepsy, epilepsy of the temporal lobe, a strange disease whose symptoms (as I have recently learned and as I will try, in time, to show you) explain more than one mysterious crime in the Borden house on Second Street. Lizzie's affliction has never been openly mentioned before. I did not diagnose it; I put the available hard evidence—two sets of police records, the hitherto disregarded evidence of a defense witness, and certain relevant facts dug out by the prosecution—into the hands of a top-ranking psychiatrist at the Johns Hopkins Hospital and let him draw his own conclusions. 

Lizzie's other documented attacks were not violent. Nor were those we knew of by hearsay, except for the ludicrous, persistent myths that we heard from outsiders and laughingly discounted, myths such as that of her shooting a horse in a fit of sudden rage because it had thrown her. (She couldn't ride, and the nearest the family ever came to weaponry was her father's habit of keeping a heavy knobbed stick under his bed at night.) 

Calmly—and correctly—old Fall River assumed that she would never do anything quite so peculiar again. Why should she? Abby was dead, and nobody else got her stirred up to the same dangerous degree. There was no doubt of that, for Lizzie was thumpingly forthright. She was famous for it, even in a society that tended to distrust tact as a weakness perilously close to dishonesty. 

Of course, even the most honestly intended scraps of hearsay get garbled, and memories go askew. I found out once and for all how important it was to check everything I thought I knew against documentary evidence--court transcripts and the written word of contemporaries who had been on the scene—when I went back to Fall River to freshen the landscape in my memory. 

I went back. And I could not believe my own eyes. For years, in perfect good faith, I had dined out on my vivid memories of having once been Lizzie Borden's next-door neighbor. I was wrong. Lizzie had lived at the near end of the next block. 

But the house she bought with her inheritance looked just as I had remembered it. And photographs assure me that her eyes, too, were as I remember them, though in some pictures they show as darker than they really were, because their pupils were so distended. The eyes themselves were huge and protruding, the irises an almost colorless ice-blue. They were strangely expressionless. I have heard many speak of them as dead eyes, but the eyes of the dead are dull; Lizzie's had the shine of beach pebbles newly bared by the outgoing tide. 

For the rest, she was tall, stocky, jowly, dressy, and unremarkable. 

When I was small, I was shy with other children but quick to make friends with grown-ups; yet I never got far with Lizzie. Occasionally I tried to talk to her while she was out filling her bird-feeding station and feeding the squirrels, but she never quite seemed to see or hear me. It damped conversation. 

In school, I began to make friends of my own age, and observed with interest that one was supposed to shudder and giggle when Miss Borden's name was mentioned. I asked Mother why. 

"Well, dear, she was very unkind to her father and mother." 




Chapter 2
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We children took a pleasurable excitement from the knowledge that we had a neighborhood parricide. A few years back I was amazed to read in a book that Lizzie gave cookies to the "toddlers," among them "Victoria Endicott Lincoln." The "toddlers" would as soon have taken cookies from Lucrezia Borgia. 

Still, the statement showed research. My middle name is Endicott, and so far as I know the fact has only been made available to the public in one other book, a book that I have found wonderfully helpful, the privately printed, three-volume History of Fall River, by the late Arthur Phillips, Mr. Jennings' one-time assistant. 

Fortunately for history, by the time Mr. Phillips finally burst into print with his lifework he had forgotten—if he had ever fully grasped it—a hard fact of life at which his senior in the firm never blinked: if you want a thing disbelieved, it is far better to keep your trap shut and let it be forgotten than to mention it and deny it. I discovered the hidden wealth in Mr. Phillips' book with surprise. I had been given a copy of it twenty years before and had not bothered to read it. 

On the other hand, like most of Fall River, I had always wanted to read Edwin H. Porter's The Fall River Tragedy. However, Lizzie bought off the printer, a local, and had the books destroyed before they hit the shops. There was no cheaper way to handle it, for the work was not actionable; it expressed no opinions and gave no damaging information that had not already appeared in out-of-town newspapers. I may be wrong, but I think that Lizzie acted on the advice of Mr. Jennings, and that it was about the last advice he ever gave her. 

The book is made up of Porter's day-to-day coverage of the case from the moment the murders were discovered until Lizzie was acquitted. Porter handled it for the only newspaper in town that did not belong to Andrew's chief pallbearer, Mr. Almy, and his pallbearer's friend and partner, Mr. Milne. The Reading Room copy in the Library of Congress seems to have vanished, but they have another in the Anglo-American Law Library. There is also one at the State House in Boston and one in the possession of the Fall River Historical Society. I wish there were more, for I should like to recommend it; it has the very smell and texture of the first world I can remember. Aside from Mr. Phillips' work, it has been my only hard-cover source, so far as the crime itself goes. (I owe one vivid glimpse of Hosea Knowlton, the District Attorney, to a conversation that the late Edmund Pearson, Knowlton's friend, once had with the Boston lawyer John W. Cummings; Cummings had been called in as consultant at a crucial moment of the trial. I am also in Pearson's debt for his long and meticulous study of Knowlton's correspondence. And Pearson's scholarly edition of the trial, [1] despite its sometimes ill-judged deletions, is a useful desk-book which has saved me much note-taking.) 

Mr. Jennings had reason not to want Mr. Porter's book lying about in the awful durability of hard covers. It contained just enough of Lizzie's inquest testimony to make one want to read more, and from that testimony one can learn just what specific fact the Bordens' maid, Bridget, was paid not to tell. Mr. Jennings need not have worried. What must have looked so obvious to him was hidden in a sea of sand, for the full inquest is too smotheringly dull for any uninitiated eye to bother with it. Furthermore, no possessor of the initiated eye would have made him trouble. The whole town liked and respected Andrew Jennings. 

In large part, this is why I did not ask to see the hip-bath. I remembered him, and I knew that he himself would not have shown it to me. Such delicacy cost me little, since I was also fairly sure that it would be off bounds for me as it had been for the late Joseph Welch, who was shown the container but politely waved away from the contents. In fact, I know of only one writer who ever had the privilege, and he was one with a preconceived plan for a book that would clear Lizzie, accuse the maid, and so by extension scotch any rumors of a pay-off. I do not think that Mr. Jennings, that over conscientious soul, would have liked the idea; but since he had refused to discuss the case with his own family, his equally conscientious daughter had no reason to doubt that the plan was ethically unexceptionable by her late father's rigid standards. 

However, after the jury was locked up, Lizzie's uncut testimony, that sea of sand, was published in full by the New Bedford Standard-Times, a public service which received neither thanks nor attention. And the preliminary investigation (which also contained a transcript of that testimony) was covered by forty out-of-town newspapers, not only with remarkable fullness but, as I discovered by comparing reports one against the other, with a stenographic accuracy downright awesome to our degenerate age of tape recorders. These two court records were, I supposed, what Mr. Phillips meant by "the mass of documents." But I had to check up. 

I learned at the Second District Court that of all the documents mentioned in the docket from the court's founding in the early nineteenth century to the present day, only two are missing from the files—the inquest on Abby and Andrew Borden and the preliminary investigation into their murders. There is no chance that they are simply mislaid; Fall River has a proprietary interest in the case as well as a burning curiosity. More than one hopeful, protracted, and incredibly dusty search has only proved that gone is gone. 

But a Grand Jury trial, I thought, would be harder to make off with. Though that, too, contained the official legal dynamite, Lizzie's inquest testimony, I fully expected to find it in the Superior Court in Taunton, the county seat. A Grand Jury trial is, of course, secret, but it would no longer be classified matter, since Lizzie, her defenders, and her accusers are long since dead. 

I expected to find it, but I didn't. By a legal custom of which I was ignorant, no stenographic record of that process was ever made. 

However, the only new evidence given the Grand Jury favored the prosecution and was given again at the final trial. Jurymen later leaked that much to the press. And the final trial, of course, would still be safe at the High Court in New Bedford, since it was ruled that the inquest testimony might not be presented there. 

I was thankful. The trial ran to two thousand pages of typescript, and many cuts were made in the published edition to fit it into one oversized volume. I had often noticed that reporters working nearer to home covered important passages which the editor of the published edition, no local and working forty years too late, deleted as insignificant. It stood to reason that the reporters, too, had made similar errors in judgment as the long trial dragged on. 

I was eager to read it all through. I was also overconfident. I had reckoned with sequesterings, but not with souvenir hunters. In 1960, I discovered, the Assistant Attorney General, James Kelleher, on finding that the ponderous Volume I was missing, had sent off Volume II to the State Library for safekeeping. 

It was better than nothing. I went to Boston, to the State House. Several librarians remembered receiving Volume II. So far as I know, the archives are still being searched in stubborn, undying hope. 

I was sunk. Carbons were far from routinely made in the nineties, and if one existed, where was it? 

A gentleman at the State House, one of the many who were wonderfully helpful to me in my wild-goose chase, found out and called me up. A complete carbon was in the private library of the Chief Justice of the Commonwealth. His administrative assistant, Edward Kelley, gave the prompt permission to read it—in his busy office and safe under his eye. 

My first hour's reading turned up an interesting sidelight on the techniques of those who defended, and still defend Lizzie the victim lamb. A recent popular book has accused the editor of deleting a crucial word, Monday—which in the context would have been a splash of whitewash—from the evidence of a witness. The word does not appear in the transcript, though the margin bears the recognizable pencil markings of Lizzie's champion. 

This was an amusing but a minor discovery. The actual transcript was all and more than I had dared to hope. I read avidly, learning with equal delight how often my wildest guesses had been dead-right and how often I had been dead wrong on some point of which I had felt sure. I knew that this would cost long rewriting, but the excitement outbalanced that. I read on, visualizing one remembered face, hearing one remembered voice after another. At last I heaved a great sigh, like a glutton half-way through a stupendous feast, and said, "I'm ready for the next volume." 

I met blank looks. The next volume? I had the whole thing there, a thousand pages long. 

I laid my finger on the foot of the last page: "End of Vol. I." 

But there was no Volume II. I had read half the trial, correcting my own misconceptions, seeing old facts take on new meanings at almost every step of the way—and the second half was gone. It was gone, and the first half had taught me that the second half was essential to any honest job. 

If I had found none of the trial record, I could have written a book from the available material and believed that it was sound. Alas, I had now lost that innocence. I had to face up to it: I had read that incredible amount of newsprint; I had done those preliminary reams of note-taking for nothing. A good hunk of my life had gone down the drain. 

It was less than a fortnight later that the letter came from Edward Kelley, may he be forever blessed. 

.

*

Dear Miss Lincoln: 

Rejoice with me—the sheep that was lost is found! 

Volume Two of Lizzie Borden is here. You may examine it at your convenience. 

*

.

It was found, and I could write the story that I had thought about for the better part of a lifetime, and researched on and off for six years and then intensively for one more. Pearson's editorial judgment—shrewd, but an outsider's—had worked better on the well-organized case for the Commonwealth than on the rambling defense. I do not blame him; on the surface, everything he cut sounds trivial. But what he cut from Volume II was substantiation I needed on two key issues; and as a bonus it gave me more than one fresh, valuable insight into my cast of characters. It was, indeed, worth much rejoicing. 




Chapter 3
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The Lizzie Borden case has been called an insoluble mystery, a mystery that hangs upon a missing weapon, a missing blood-stained dress, and a young lady's impeccable character. 

A magician's patter made the weapon disappear in the High Court of New Bedford; I am only one of many to have expressed awe at that feat of legal legerdemain. In the same court a state detective explained the mystery of the missing dress; to my own amazement, I am the first to point this out. But Lizzie's character is a human mystery, and real. To understand it at all—and to her last day it was baffling—we must first understand the town that made her, made her and held her as its lonely captive until the end. 

Fall River owes its name and its existence to the Quequechan, a wild stream that rises in twin lakes on a high plateau at the city's eastern border and dashes, broken by waterfalls, through the city's heart. It was waterpower before the age of steam, and it brought the first mills there. Oddly enough, nobody who lives in Fall River has ever set eye on it. I grew up beside it, and I could not tell you just where it pours its secret excitement into the waters of Narragansett Bay at the city's western edge. Like a lot of things in the town where I grew up, it was built over and has run underground for a long time. 

On the other hand, everyone in Fall River knows where "the hill" is and what it stands for. It is not really a hill, but a steep drop from high land to the waterfront at the northern part of the town, and to live "up on the hill" became in Lizzie's girlhood what it still remains, the goal of Fall River ambition. It had not been so in her father's youth, and she moved there only after his death. 

In Fall River we did not say "downtown"; we said "downstreet" in the village habit of a past not as remote as some of us liked to think. Lizzie's grandfather sold fish in the village center of a township numbering less than thirteen hundred souls. Her father died in a mill town, population 47,883. He was just under seventy, and the town had nearly doubled in size since his fiftieth birthday. 

He started out as a small-town undertaker. In those boom years he branched out, as slum landlord, as owner of downstreet commercial property, as investor in those mills whose thumping looms beat out such plenitude of cotton cloth and hard cash. Andrew Borden ended up not an undertaker but a bank president, a director of mills, and worth three hundred thousand dollars plus real estate that pulled his actual assets up to half a million. 

He belonged up on the hill, for he was a Borden and the social structure of the town at that time was what you might call a limited plutocracy. That is, an old Yankee name was neutral without money; but lacking an old Yankee name you couldn't buy in. 

At the time of his death there were one hundred and seventy-five heads of families named Borden in the city directory, occupying every place in the hierarchy. In my youth, our chauffeur was a Borden, and so were the greatest swells in town; their cars and notepaper bore the Borden crest which, by charming coincidence, is a lion, rampant, bearing a battle-axe, proper. 

Andrew did not live up on the hill; he lived on Second Street, the shabby wrong-end continuation of proper Rock Street. It was an address that Lizzie must have found a social handicap from her high-school days onward. 

The newly rich society, like the newly rich man, cares for status symbols; a hierarchic demarcation of neighborhoods is still strong in Fall River. In Andrew's heyday, the coming of steam, which shifted the mills from the stream-bank to the waterfront, also shifted the residential areas according to social rank. The sense that one must not live west of Rock Street or south of Franklin Street was so strong that many of the finest old mansions now on Rock, some built of wood, some hewn from blocks of native granite, were moved bodily at vast expense when Second Street became, as it was when Andrew moved there, a place just beyond the pale of propriety. 

The one relic of past glory on Second Street during Andrew's last twenty years was "the old Mayor Buffinton residence"; it was roomy, and rich with gingerbread work, but it was shorn of its grounds by later, meaner building, mostly two-decker, two-family houses, many of which converted their first floors to small, unprosperous shops. The house Andrew bought was a gaunt little two-decker built in what had once been Mayor Buffinton's side-yard. A small cottage, which backed onto that noisy business, a stone-yard, pushed close to this unpromising dwelling on the other side. But the house had a back lot deep enough to accommodate to the left a small stable— "the barn," as the Bordens called it—and a disused privy tucked behind it and the back fence, and to the right a woodpile, a grape arbor, and two or three pear trees. 

Both the scale of this house, so much smaller than its floor-plan indicates, and the floor-plan itself will be important in our story. If you follow me as I describe it now, I hope it will make a picture that will later help you to understand not only the murders, but an earlier, minor crime that took place in it. 

When Andrew bought it, it was made up of two little identical tenement railroad flats, one above the other. It had no space to be wasted on hallways; the rooms simply opened into one another. As a consequence of this, the room that became the Bordens' sitting room and the bedroom above it (which was first Emma's and later Lizzie's) each had five doors and remarkably little wall space, even for rooms of such modest size. 

The flats as originally planned each had two middle-sized rooms, two tiny rooms, and a kitchen. Over the front entry, at the head of the stairs, there was also a walk-in dress closet which had a window; nowadays it holds a baby's crib. And at the top of a second flight of stairs at the back of the house, there were two half-finished bedrooms under the high-pitched roof, both opening into the unfinished attic space at the front. 

It was not a lay-out planned for privacy or for secrecy. For example, it was impossible to get from the back door to the front stairs unobserved by anyone who happened to be on the first floor unless he also happened to be sitting shut off (and hard of hearing) in the never-used front parlor. 

Andrew remodeled the house by making the upstairs kitchen into a bedroom and knocking the two tiny downstairs bedrooms (each, like those above them, not much larger than the dress closet) into a narrow dining room. An attic water tank had once serviced the second-floor kitchen, but Andrew considered running water on each floor a luxury; after his remodeling, the faucets in the house were two, for cold water only: one in a tiny sink-room off the rear side-entry, at inconvenient remove from the kitchen, and one in the cellar washroom. There was also a water closet in the cellar, and in the stable a faucet under the steps to the hayloft, for watering the horse. 

The house was a bargain for many reasons; one being that unlike the other houses on the street it was not connected with the gas-main. Throughout his lifetime Andrew continued to light it with kerosene, and he frequently sat in the dark to save kerosene; he also kept old newspapers for sanitary purpose in the W.C. It all came out in the trial. 

He moved to Second Street when Lizzie was fourteen. At least it was a step up from the slum cottage on Ferry Street that had been his fishmonger-father's home before the days of steam. 

Since Lizzie was by nature a spender, caring vastly for prestige and display, it is easy to see how the legend arose of the miser's daughter hacking her way to wealth, particularly since she moved up on the hill with such tactless promptness after the murders. Perhaps it was inevitable anyway, since Andrew Borden was himself a legend at the time of his death. 

When he was an undertaker, people used to enjoy saying that he cut the feet off the corpses so that he could cram them into undersized coffins that he got cheap. To his last days, he collected his rents in person, trusting nobody else to do it for him. The defense, seeking possible enemies, turned up numerous stories of overprompt evictions and of his habit of raising the rent if he suspected that a tenant was prospering. 

He was never known to give a penny to charity. He did once buy a pew in the First Congregational Church, but he did it to spite Central Congregational, of which he was (for less than five years) a technical if inactive parishioner; an influential member of the congregation at Central had raised the assessment on some of his real estate. 

He was six feet two, and gaunt; his eyes were small, dull, and black, his voice and his skin were dry, and his lipless mouth turned down at the corners. My grandfather, a gentle soul with no malice in him, assured me that Andrew's pictures, grim as they were, did the reality less than justice. He was, in hard fact, almost too good to be true. 

His clothes never varied with the season; he dressed the part of a man of substance as he had first conceived it as a rising young undertaker, always wearing a black string tie and a knee-length, double-breasted Prince Albert when he appeared in public. He wore it downstreet in the record heat on the August morning of his death. 

The news of that death ran around downstreet like wildfire, and the commonest reaction to the news was, "Well, somebody did a good job." I always had attributed that line to hearsay; I have now found it in the printed words of a firm believer in Lizzie's innocence, who was downstreet that day. 

Lizzie's mother died when she was two. Her name was Sarah Morse; when Lizzie's ancestry was studied for evidence of possible hereditary insanity, none was discovered, merely the fact that Sarah suffered from severe migraines and seizures of apparently unmotivated rage. Many felt that living with Andrew explained both. They married when Andrew was twenty-three. After five years they had a daughter, Emma; after another five, a daughter, Alice, who did not live; after a third five, Lizzie. It was not a typical pre-Civil War family. 

Two years after Sarah's death, Andrew married a thirty-eight year old spinster who had herself been a stepchild. Emma called her by her first name, Abby; Lizzie called her Mother, but when she wanted actual mothering the four-year old child ran to her fourteen-year old sister, who encouraged her continuing dependence. Before the family moved from Ferry Street, Abby had become a compulsive eater who lived virtually alone. She had one friend, her sister, who kindly asked her over to dinner once in every three or four months. 

Emma was a narrow person with few interests; she was uninquisitive and unambitious, but what she had, she hoarded. Unlike Lizzie, who was lazy as sin, she always helped around the house. Her honesty, like her sister's, was proverbial, and after the murders a loyal friend of Lizzie's quaintly told a reporter that she would be far less surprised to learn that Lizzie had killed someone than that she had lied about it afterwards. 

At the time of the murders, Emma was forty-two. She was smallish, dowdy, and plain as an old shoe. Her few friends always seemed to find something flattering in her friendship, as when we gain the confidence of a wild animal; for Emma, despite her rigidities, was timid, and genuinely desired nothing so much as to be overlooked. 

Lizzie was also shy, but she feared nothing so much as to be overlooked. The source of her hatred for 'Abby may well be summed up in Emma's words at the trial: "We never felt that she was much interested in us." 

Lizzie longed for a place in the sun, but she was obsessed with her self-image and her longing for popularity was self-defeating. She was always suing for favor, wounding without intent, or withdrawing into her shell. Like many who are both timid and competitive, she could be a charming, kindly benefactor, but she never learned the art of being a friendly equal. 

Still, she was rich and a Borden. In high school she was accepted on the wistful outer edge of the inner circle. But when she graduated, and high-school rings were being exchanged, it was on her father's little finger that she put her own, asking him to wear it always. It was on his hand when he died. 

Her hair was naturally curly; however, until it turned the mousy brown I remember in her later years it was red, and in her day red hair was considered ugly, a misfortune to be pitied. Her hands were large, but nicely formed and elegantly white. Her shoulders were rather broad, and no severity of whalebone and lacing could hide the fact that her waist was thick; so was her lower jaw. She learned early never to turn her profile to the camera. Her complexion was unfortunate: coarse and sallow, it flushed to a mottled crimson in moments of excitement. But her huge, protruding pale eyes photographed surprisingly well, and she had a passion for having her picture taken by professionals, even after the murders when her face had gone round and jowly. 

In public, she dressed well, in clothes that were not only expensive but the last word in fashion. Her clothes were in startling contrast to her house, with its outmoded loud flowered carpets, cheap ornate U. S. Grant furniture, and horsehair upholstery, described by the newspapers as being all "of a style that was commonly seen forty years ago." 

However, there was an upright piano in the parlor which was only twenty years old; all young ladies were supposed to "play." But Lizzie never mastered it. Good works were her natural way to social recognition. 

The good works were not pure self-seeking sham: de haut en bas Lizzie was always kind. I am sure that Miss Leighton, the sole friend of her later years, was not being simply sentimental-blind when she would tell of the mutual warmth between Lizzie and her household staff. Servants offer no threat to the self-image. 

It was five years before the murders—at the time, in fact, when Lizzie fell out once and for all with her stepmother—that she joined Central Congregational Church, the church, socially speaking. She got her father to join, too. As we shall see in a moment, he was quite anxious, right then, to please her. I used to think that it was purely because of the place she had made for herself in that old red-brick bulwark of Fall River society that she would not leave it when her father did for the new First Congregational, a splendor of Prince Valiant Gothic a few blocks farther north on Rock Street. The written evidence now convinces me that I was wrong. The fatherly admiration of old Mr. Buck, the minister, the motherly admiration of Mrs. Holmes, a full-sailed lady ennobled alike by her purse and her piety, meant much to Lizzie there; and Mary Brigham, the one childhood friend whom she had not rather outgrown socially, was a parishioner. 

At Central, Lizzie was Secretary-Treasurer of Christian Endeavor; she was active in the Ladies' Fruit and Flower Mission and the W.C.T.U. A year before the murders, she also joined the board of the Good Samaritan Charity Hospital, on which Mrs. Holmes already sat. She was good at sums and wrote a neat, bland, unfeatured hand; she did much dogwork for her charities, and her purse was open to them, a purse that in his final years her father kept well filled. And while in her own house she would not lift a finger outside her own room, she loved to help cook and serve the Church's yearly Christmas dinner for the newsboys. 

But one task at Central she did not do well. Mr. Buck was also City Missionary, which in that town of Catholic labor meant that he had lean pickings. He rounded up a little Sunday-school class of Chinese laundrymen's children, and Lizzie taught it. 

After the murders, a reporter from the Providence Journal interviewed the Sunday school superintendent, who found it unthinkable that one of Lizzie's "sensitive nature" should be suspected of a crime of violence. Asked for an example of her sensitivity, he cited her "disproportionate excitement" at being unable to maintain class discipline. 

This has never been quoted before, but it is important. Lizzie, in fact, could never cope with rebuff, even from a child. 

Emma was less sensitive in this regard. But she, too, once made a stand against her father. She was not a churchgoer, and willingly dropped Central; but she simply would not drop the Harringtons. 

Mrs. Harrington was Andrew's sister. Her husband, Hiram, was a loud, powerfully built man who began as a blacksmith and ended up owning a large smithy—which, translated from an era of horse-drawn vehicles, places him as a garage owner specializing in repairs. 

They had both been good to the girls when their mother died, though Hiram and Andrew, the loud extrovert and the total introvert, could never get along. When the final row between the two men came, Lizzie, who had refused to leave Central Congregational at her father's wish, dropped the Harringtons at once; Emma went right on seeing them. 

Hiram Harrington, who did not stand high on the Fall River social scale, gave all of this his own interpretation. As he said in a nasty interview after the murders, "Lizzie is a Congregationalist, moving in the best social circles." He was unjust; he had never liked Lizzie much, nor she him. 

Because of her rigid personal loyalties, Emma always saw Abby as the usurper. To Lizzie, Abby was the rival; this was her feeling when she put her ring on Andrew's little finger, and it grew stronger as she got older and kindly hostesses found it harder to find "escorts" to fetch her to mixed parties. Nor is it likely that Abby, a lonely, self-pitying glutton in her sixties, did much to win the girls over. 

Yet until five years before the murders, the atmosphere of the Borden home was only moderately unpleasant. Then Andrew made a mistake. It was a graver mistake than any but a silent few have ever realized. Furthermore, it introduces Uncle John, a key character in the mystery, who until this day has been written off as the relative who just happened to drop in on the night before the murders. (And how anybody could have studied Lizzie's inquest testimony and still believed that is one of the great secondary mysteries of the case.) 

Abby's sister
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