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Introduction



    Dubbed America’s first serial killer, H. H. Holmes committed his crimes at
    a time in history where the idea of murdering on a mass scale was just
    being introduced to the world through the actions of Jack the Ripper.
    Unlike Jack the Ripper though, Holmes’ motives were clear; he killed out of
    greed, convenience, and curiosity.



    Due to his legendary status, accounts of Holmes’ actions have been
    stretched and twisted beyond recognition by some sources. It can be
    difficult to separate fact from fiction when learning about his crimes. No
    one truly knows how many people Holmes murdered during his life. In the
    1940s, Pulp magazines claimed that Holmes’ victim count reached the 200s,
    although modern researchers have said the number is more likely around
    nine, and he was only convicted of one murder—the murder of his good friend
    Benjamin Pitezel.



    Holmes confessed to killing 27 people before he was executed on May 7,
    1896, but this confession still leaves room for many questions as it
    counters other confessions given by Holmes in his life, and several of his
    alleged victims actually outlived Holmes. Holmes is the only person who
    will ever know the true depths of his inhumanity; unfortunately, he was an
    unreliable witness to his crimes, tainted by his love of the notoriety he
    received and the horrified reactions he elicited.



    Only one thing for sure can be said of Holmes: he was a conman
    extraordinaire. He spent his life running away from the crimes he
    constantly committed. He was fueled by avarice, always seeking the fastest
    way to make the most money with the least effort, no matter what the cost
    of his actions were for others. He was heartless, cold, and obsessed with
    death, dissection, and deception.



Chapter One



    Herman Webster Mudgett, the Medical Student


    “I was born with the devil in me. I could not help the fact that I was a
    murderer, no more than the poet can help the inspiration to sing. I was
    born with the evil one standing as my sponsor beside the bed where I was
    ushered into the world, and he has been with me since.”



    —H. H. Holmes



    H. H. Holmes was born Herman Webster Mudgett on May 16, 1861. He grew up in
    Gilmanton, New Hampshire with four siblings. His parents were devout
    Methodists, descended from the first settlers from England to inhabit the
    area in 1761. While his upbringing was strictly religious, there is no
    strong evidence to suggest that it was out of the ordinary. Holmes and his
    siblings were seen as happy children and the family fit in well with the
    locals of the quiet village that was safely nestled in the hills of New
    Hampshire.



    Holmes’ father, Levi Mudgett, provided a comfortable life for his family.
    Levi had grown up in a family of farmers, and he put the skills he learned
    during this time to good use by working on farms that neighbored Gilmanton.
    At times when farming work fell short, he worked as a trader or picked up
    extra money painting houses while his wife, Theodate, stayed home to raise
    their children.



    In school, Holmes excelled. He displayed a great work ethic and sense of
    ambition as a child. He was motivated to learn, and he took in as much
    knowledge as possible. His propensity for learning was something that stuck
    with him for most of his life.



    While he enjoyed the academic aspects of his school, Holmes had a hard time
    socially. He was teased for his good grades and for the amount of effort he
    put into his schoolwork. For these reasons, he preferred to spend his time
    at school alone, which made him an easy target for the other children.



    Holmes wasn’t only picked on at school but also while out in the community.
    Due to Gilmanton’s small size, Holmes could not escape his tormentors—they
    were everywhere he went. Although he described the bullying in his
    childhood to be a daily occurrence, he ascribed one incident as being
    particularly memorable, stating that it had a lasting effect on his
    interests and helped to shape him into the man he later became. As a young
    boy, Holmes had a distinct fear, one that was well-known to many of his
    classmates: he was afraid of the skeleton that was displayed in the local
    doctor’s office. One day while he was walking home from school, a group of
    his classmates ambushed him and dragged him into that doctor’s office,
    forcing him to confront the skeleton. According to Holmes, the skeleton’s
    arms were outstretched, like it was reaching to grab whoever stood in front
    of him. The classmates pushed Holmes into the arms of the skeleton, placing
    its hands on his face while Holmes screamed. The encounter was broken up
    when workers of the office heard the young boy yelling for help.



    This act of aggression at the hands of his classmates was meant to
    aggravate Holmes’ fears, but it had the opposite effect. Holmes stated that
    after this incident he realized that he had nothing to fear about the
    skeleton. It cured him of this irrationality, and it heightened his
    curiosity for medicine. Many modern psychologists who have looked into
    Holmes’ life agree that this incident probably incited a greater curiosity
    of human anatomy and death in Holmes. Often, the things humans fear during
    childhood become obsessions for them during adulthood. Learning and
    confronting fears over time is the best way for the brain to overcome the
    fear itself as well as any trauma associated with it.



    Despite it being the main cause for the grief he received from his peers,
    Holmes continued to work hard in school. He graduated from high school at
    the age of 16, leaving Gilmanton almost immediately after, accepting
    various teaching jobs in nearby cities. Now Holmes had a lot of prospects
    ahead of him. While teaching, Holmes was planning on attending medical
    school after spending time apprenticing under Dr. Nahum Wright, who was an
    up-and-coming medical professor and notable advocate of human dissection
    for the purpose of learning. During this time, Holmes also met a young
    woman by the name of Clara Lovering.



    Clara and Holmes married on July 4, 1878, when Holmes was just 17 years
    old. After the marriage, the newlyweds moved to Vermont where Holmes
    enrolled at the university. He only lasted a year in the program before he
    decided to leave, stating that the school didn’t satisfy his expectations.
    He transferred to the University of Michigan, where he was accepted into
    the Department of Medicine and Surgery. In this program, Holmes perfected
    two of the talents that would later help him commit his now infamous
    crimes: chemistry and anatomy.



    The University of Michigan was a renowned school at the time, specifically
    for their focus on medicine and science. At the time, it was one of the
    most populated universities in the United States, and it was also home to
    the country’s first university-owned hospital. Holmes studied and worked in
    this hospital and the accompanying anatomy lab under Professor Herdman, who
    was the chief anatomy instructor at the school. It was a high honor. But
    working on cadavers was more than an honor for Holmes, it was also an
    intense interest that had continued to develop within him since his
    childhood experience with the skeleton.



    Working on cadavers gave Holmes a socially-acceptable way to practice and
    develop his lust for blood. He was praised for developing excellent
    dissection techniques and for being devoted to death and dismemberment.
    These topics became a regular part of his life. He became immune to the
    horrors of it all. He enjoyed it. This work, which would’ve been too grim
    for the majority of the population, gave Holmes the motivation and
    incentive to do something most other serial killers throughout history
    weren’t able to accomplish: he completed university.



    But while Holmes excelled in his academics, he began to fail in other areas
    of his life. Holmes and his wife lived in a shared household as they didn’t
    have a large income with Holmes being a student. Two years into their
    marriage, the young couple had a son, Robert Mudgett, who was born on
    February 3, 1880. This worsened their financial and emotional states.
    Housemates of Holmes and his wife described Holmes as being physically
    violent towards Clara. He was condescending, demanding, and mean. It came
    as no surprise to any of them when Clara took her son and moved back to New
    Hampshire in 1884, just months before Holmes finished medical school. If
    anything, those who knew the couple well were surprised she hadn’t moved
    out already.



    Holmes was in a bad place when Clara left him. Although he wasn’t too
    distraught about his wife leaving, he was struggling financially and needed
    to find a way to make money. He found a way of making quick cash with what
    he saw as little effort—by conning those around him. It was a career path
    that would stay with him for the rest of his life.



Chapter Two



    Settling in Chicago



    “Where others’ ears were touched with pity, mine filled with cruelty, and
    where in others the feeling was to save life, I revealed in the thoughts of
    destroying the same.”



    —H. H. Holmes



    H. H. Holmes began his lifelong crime career while working closely with
    cadavers in the university. He devised a way to use his access to cadavers
    to make quick cash by scamming several life insurance providers. The young
    Holmes would pose as other people, take out life insurance policies in
    their names, and list himself as the beneficiary. He would then later use
    unidentifiable cadavers from the university to prove the individual had
    passed away, collecting the insurance payout for himself.



    Holmes repeated this pattern of fraud several times while in university,
    but it was after his graduation in from medical school in 1884 that he
    began to commit this fraud, as well as several other schemes he came up
    with, on a regular basis.



    As Holmes soon found out though, being a conman wasn’t a very sustainable
    way to live. He needed to travel continuously, as once he was discovered to
    be carrying out fraudulent activities in one town, he would need to leave
    in order to avoid facing any serious consequences. After his graduation, he
    practiced his scamming skills across several states, gathering the skills
    he would use later to lead a life devoted to crime.



    Holmes slowly became known as a conman in several cities and small towns
    across the country, but other small towns suspected him of much worse
    crimes. In 1885, Holmes moved to Mooers Forks, New York. Here, Holmes
    seemed like everyone else to the town’s residents, until a young boy
    disappeared without a
















Conclusion



    When Holmes’ castle in Englewood was burnt down, it was an attempt to erase
    Holmes’ legacy from the city. They wanted to forget and move on; they
    didn’t want to stare into the epicenter of the horrors Holmes committed
    during his life. But the world could never forget.



    America had never seen a serial killer before H. H. Holmes; the closest was
    Jack the Ripper, an unidentified man that was committing atrocities in
    England. Holmes, however, was closer to home, and he had a face. He wore
    the guise of someone trustful—he was a doctor and a businessman. He was
    charming. He was not a monster crawling in the shadows along
    prostitute-ridden streets in the shady parts of town. He was a friend, a
    lover, and a neighbor.



    The heinous crimes he committed affected hundreds across the country, the
    terror he spread haunted thousands. He was an obsession nationally and
    internationally, as humans often become obsessed with what scares them the
    most. Holmes’ legacy of terror lives on in infamy, and with every retelling
    it grows and morphs into something more twisted and terrible than ever
    before.



    While there are hundreds of questions that still surround Holmes’ life and
    the crimes he committed, only one thing is certain: the world is safer
    without him in it.


