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For Mom and Dad


    It is many a year since a criminal case in this country has excited such universal interest and been the subject of so much discussion as the Borden murder. It has all the fascination of a mystery about which there may be a thousand theories and upon which opinions may differ as variously as the idiosyncrasies of those who form them. There is so little absolute evidence that everybody can interpret the probabilities and circumstantial indications to suit himself, and much will depend upon his general view of human nature and its capabilities. There seems to be little prospect that the mystery will be cleared up by the trial . . . The verdict, if there shall be a verdict, will make little difference.

“Will It Remain a Mystery?”

New York Times, June 17, 1893
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Part 1

MURDER


Chapter 1

SOMEBODY WILL DO SOMETHING
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View of Fall River block, including D. R. Smith’s drugstore, courtesy of Fall River Historical Society



On the morning of August 3, 1892, Eli Bence was working at D. R. Smith’s drugstore on South Main Street in Fall River, Massachusetts, when a woman entered the store to ask for ten cents’ worth of prussic acid. Prussic acid is a diluted form of hydrocyanic acid, a quick-acting poison—transparent, colorless, and volatile. As the New Bedford Evening Standard later reported, “If a person wished to kill and avoid detection, and that person were wise, hydrocyanic acid would be the first choice among all deadly drugs.” The woman, however, volunteered that she needed the prussic acid “to put on the edge of a sealskin cape.” Bence refused her request, explaining that prussic acid was sold only on doctor’s orders. Although he recognized her as “Miss Borden,” it was not until another man whispered “This is Andrew J. Borden’s daughter” that he looked at her “more closely” and noticed what he would later term “her peculiar expression around the eyes.” She insisted that she had purchased the poison on prior occasions, but he stood firm. She departed unsatisfied. It was not the end of the story.

[image: image]
Lizzie Andrew Borden, courtesy of Fall River Historical Society



•  •  •

Lizzie Borden lived on Second Street near the bustling commercial center of Fall River, Massachusetts. In 1892, the Borden household at 92 Second Street consisted of Andrew Borden; his second wife, Abby; his grown daughters, Emma and Lizzie; and the family’s domestic servant, Bridget Sullivan. An occasional houseguest, John V. Morse—the brother of Andrew Borden’s first wife—rounded out the ménage. Neither of the Borden daughters, each past thirty, appeared likely to marry. Because their father was a man of consequence, their material comfort seemed assured. Yet it was not a happy home. The Bordens “did not parade their difficulties,” but, as many commented, “things were not as pleasant at the Borden house as they might be.”

[image: image]
Andrew Jackson Borden, courtesy of Fall River Historical Society



A tall, gaunt, and severe-looking man, Andrew Borden was a walking advertisement for the then-popular “science” of physiognomy: his character was an exact match for his appearance. As the Bordens’ former neighbor Alice Russell put it, “He was a plain-living man with rigid ideas, and very set.” His brother-in-law Hiram Harrington remarked, “He was too hard for me.” In some respects, this was not surprising. Andrew Borden was a self-made man. He had earned his more than quarter-million-dollar fortune through a combination of financial acumen and hard work, but he had maintained that position through a determined frugality. As one newspaper reported, “He was what is called close-fisted, but square and just in his dealings.” He liked to boast that in his years of business he had never borrowed a cent. Andrew Borden had begun his career as a cabinetmaker, providing furniture for the dead as well as the living. An 1859 advertisement in the Fall River Daily Evening News read: “Keep constantly on hand, Burial Cases and Coffins, Ready-made of all kinds now in use in this section of the country.” Borden and his partner William Almy sold furniture “at lower prices than can be bought elsewhere in this city.” Andrew parlayed his interest into more diverse commercial endeavors, ultimately serving as president of the Union Savings Bank, a member of its board of trustees, a director of the Merchants Manufacturing Company, the B.M.C. Durfee Safe Deposit and Trust Company, the Globe Yarn Mill Company, and the Troy Cotton and Woolen Manufactory. But his most significant holdings were in real estate, and “he never made a purchase of land for which he was not ready to pay cash down.” He owned farmland across the Taunton River in Swansea, and in 1890 he built what was described as “one of the finest business blocks in the city located at the corner of South Main and Anawan streets.” It was to this, the A. J. Borden building, a physical manifestation of his standing in Fall River, that he directed his steps every morning.

[image: image]
A. J. Borden building, courtesy of Fall River Historical Society



His own domestic arrangements were much more modest. In 1871, the Bordens moved from 12 Ferry Street, Andrew’s father’s home, to the house on Second Street. It was a step over, not a step up. Andrew Borden turned the former two-family house with separate floors for each family into a two-story residence for his family. During this renovation, he removed the upstairs faucet, leaving only the large soapstone sinks in the kitchen and cellar serviced by a cold-water tank. The following year, he connected the house to the city water supply, giving the occupants a flushable water closet in the cellar. But that was the extent of the house’s luxuries. Everyone in the Borden household, as the reporter Julian Ralph later put it, “was his or her own chambermaid.”

Andrew Borden married twice. His first wife, Sarah Morse Borden, had grown up on a farm. They married on Christmas evening in 1845. She brought him no dowry but bore him three daughters, two of whom—Emma and Lizzie—survived infancy. She herself died of “uterine congestion” and “disease of spine” in March 1863. Two years after Sarah’s death, Andrew married Abby Gray. As a couple, they resembled the fairy-tale Spratts—Andrew long and lean, Abby short and plump. Andrew Borden needed a housekeeper and a mother for his children. Abby’s feelings for Andrew were never recorded, but his offer must have been tempting to a thirty-seven-year-old spinster from a family continually skirting financial distress. Or perhaps it was her own father’s remarriage to a comely widow and the subsequent birth of a daughter that prompted her decision to leave the increasingly crowded family home.

[image: image]
Borden house on Second Street, courtesy of Fall River Historical Society



If she imagined a new life as the matriarch ensconced in a fond family circle, Abby made a poor bargain. Emma, fourteen at the time of her father’s remarriage, resisted any maternal overtures: she always referred to Abby by her first name and never as “Mother.” Perhaps her grief foreclosed a warmer relationship with the woman she viewed as her mother’s replacement. Mary Ashton Rice Livermore, a friend of the first Mrs. Borden and later a pioneering suffragist, believed that Emma “had never ceased to regard Abby D. Borden as in some sense a usurper in the household in which at least one member cherished with jealous regard the sweet memories of a sanctified mother.” Emma may have felt she served as mother to Lizzie and resented Abby’s intrusion. Much later, Emma explained: “When my darling mother was on her deathbed she summoned me, and exacted a promise that I would always watch over ‘Baby Lizzie.’ ”

[image: image]
Abby Borden, courtesy of Fall River Historical Society



Abby may have hoped for more from her younger stepdaughter, but there, too, she experienced a certain froideur. Lizzie did call Abby “Mother,” but she confided only in her older sister, Emma. As Lizzie herself put it, she “always went to Emma.” Lizzie also had a special rapport with her father. Andrew Borden wore no ring to commemorate his marriage to Abby, but when his favorite daughter, Lizzie, gave him a thin gold ring, he promptly put it on his finger and wore it until his death. Lizzie was Andrew’s namesake—christened Lizzie Andrew Borden—and it suited her. Like her father, she was forthright—a friend called her “a monument of straightforwardness”—and resolute. Lizzie later said that Andrew may have been “close in money matters, but I never asked him for anything that I wanted very much that I didn’t get, though sometimes I had to ask two or three times.”

Having perhaps married without affection, Abby also lacked the consolations of authority. Her husband retained tight control over the finances and her grown stepdaughters appeared to prefer their own company, receiving occasional visitors in the upstairs guest room. As family friend and former neighbor Alice Russell would later remark, “Mrs. Borden did not control the house; the whole summing up of it, was that.” When John Grouard arrived to paint the Borden house in May 1892, Andrew told him that Lizzie “was to select the color, and I better not go on with it until the color was determined.” (Lizzie did not approve of the tubs he had mixed; she supervised the remixing to the perfect shade of “dark drab.”) In another sign of Abby’s lesser status, her stepdaughters received the same allowance as she did. For Lizzie and Emma, it was pin money for whatever extras they might enjoy; Abby’s allowance went toward household expenses. Yet, she seemed to accept her lot. According to her own stepmother, Abby was a “closed-mouth woman” who could “bear a great deal and say nothing.”

Abby’s attempt to help her half sister transformed her stepdaughters’ chilly tolerance to open animosity. Abby’s father left his house to his wife Jane Gray and their daughter Sarah Whitehead. Abby’s stepmother wanted to sell her half of the property but Sarah did not have the funds to buy her share. At Abby’s request in 1887, Andrew purchased Mrs. Gray’s half interest and put it in Abby’s name to allow Sarah and her husband to live there rent-free. His daughters objected to his spousal solicitude. What he did for Abby, Lizzie and Emma believed, he should do for his own flesh and blood. Andrew sought to appease his daughters by transferring property of equal value into their names. This effort at equalization was not a success. Instead, Andrew’s purchase of the Whitehead house raised the tension in the Borden household to the surface. Thereafter, Bridget served two sittings of each meal because the daughters refused to eat with their parents and neither daughter would speak to Abby except in response to a direct question. “We always spoke,” Emma later explained. Lizzie pointedly began referring to Abby as Mrs. Borden, her stepmother, and expressed her hostility toward Abby to anyone who asked. In March 1892, Lizzie chastised her dressmaker for referring to Abby as her mother. She said: “Don’t say that to me, for she is a mean good-for-nothing thing.” Augusta Tripp, Lizzie’s friend and former classmate, said: “Lizzie told me she thought her stepmother was deceitful, being one thing to her face, and another to her back.” As Abby’s own stepmother, Jane Gray, succinctly put it: “I told Mrs. Borden I would not change places with her for all her money.”

[image: image]
Emma Borden, courtesy of Fall River Historical Society



Money was the source of other dissatisfactions in the household. Andrew Borden’s miserly habits—in particular, his refusal to live on the Hill, the neighborhood of choice for the Fall River elite—placed his daughters in virtual social quarantine. Lizzie, in particular, did not appreciate her father’s determined economies, and she freely indicated her unhappiness with her living conditions. As Alice Russell astutely explained, “He was a very plain living man; he did not care for anything different. It always seemed to me as if he did not see why they should care for anything different.” She elaborated: “They had quite refined ideas, and they would like to have been cultured girls.” Lizzie’s estranged uncle, Hiram Harrington, was less charitable: “She thought she should entertain as others did, and felt that with her father’s wealth she was expected to hold her end up with the other members of her set. Her father’s constant refusal to entertain lavishly angered her.”

In 1890, just prior to her thirtieth birthday, Lizzie Borden briefly experienced an unwonted measure of freedom when her father sent her on a Grand Tour of Europe in the company of other unmarried women of her acquaintance. In their shared cabin during the return voyage, Lizzie confided to her distant cousin Anna Borden her unwillingness to return to the house on Second Street with sufficient vehemence that Anna was able to recount the conversation three years later. Yet, return she did, at which point her father gave her a sealskin cape. The motivation for such extravagant gifts is unclear: Andrew Borden was a man who calculated the probable returns on his investments carefully, and the record discloses no other comparable generosity toward his daughters. After all, their weekly allowance remained set at four dollars—less than the weekly wage of a female spinner in the local mills.

Less than a year after Lizzie’s return from Europe, at the end of June 1891, the Borden household was the scene of a mysterious crime. Captain Dennis Desmond reported to 92 Second Street to learn the odd particulars: Abby’s jewelry drawer had been rifled and some trinkets—most notably, a gold watch and chain of particular sentimental value—were missing. Andrew’s desk had also been denuded of about $80 in cash, $25 to $30 in gold, and several commemorative streetcar tickets. Although the theft occurred in the middle of the day, none of the women in the house—neither Bridget, nor Emma, nor Lizzie—claimed to have heard a sound. When the police arrived, Lizzie Borden excitedly led them on a tour of the house and showed them the lock on the downstairs cellar door, which had apparently been forced open with a “6 or 8 penny nail.” She suggested: “Someone might have come in that way.” Desmond was stunned by the interloper’s good fortune: the thief had broken in and discovered the Bordens’ bedroom without attracting the attention of the women in the house. Andrew Borden noticed that the thief could only have entered through Lizzie’s bedroom, and three times told Desmond: “I am afraid the police will not be able to find the real thief.” The police were baffled or, at least, thought better of voicing their suspicions; Andrew Borden called off the investigation and attempted to keep word of the theft out of the papers.

Though the incident was officially forgotten—or suppressed—by the police and by the Bordens, Andrew Borden left the household with a daily reminder of his suspicion. He locked his bedroom every day and then left the key in the sitting room in plain sight. Because the house had no central halls, the upstairs bedrooms opened onto each other. The elder Bordens also securely locked their connecting door, which opened into Lizzie’s room. (Emma’s room was only accessible through Lizzie’s room.) For her part, Lizzie moved furniture to block her side of the connecting doors. As a result, the Borden house may have been the most elaborately secured domicile in town, for the front door was triple-locked and family members elaborately locked and unlocked their bedrooms and bureaus throughout the day.

Abby was acutely aware of her stepdaughters’ feelings, but it was not until August 2, 1892, two days before her death, that she considered them life-threatening. Despite the oppressive heat of summer, the Bordens ate leftover swordfish. That evening, the elder Bordens spent a nauseated, sleepless night and Bridget and Lizzie experienced a milder form of the same malady. Emma was not at home; she had been away for nearly two weeks visiting friends in Fairhaven. Though such incidents were common in Fall River—they were colloquially known as “the summer complaint”—Abby did not view her distress as typical. Instead, on the following morning, she went across the street to her doctor’s house and confided that she thought she had been poisoned. Learning of their fish dinner, Dr. Seabury Bowen was not alarmed, but he did accompany Abby back across the street to examine Andrew, who refused his medical expertise. In fact, the Borden patriarch stood angrily on the threshold, blocking Dr. Bowen’s entrance and shouting that he would not pay the doctor for the visit.

The subject might have remained closed, but the household—with the exception of Lizzie—fell ill again that evening after a meal of mutton stew. The prosecutor would later argue that the happenstance of food poisoning “was an illness suggestive of an opportunity to a person desiring to procure the deaths of one or other of those people.” That same evening, Lizzie paid a call on her friend and former neighbor Alice Russell and confided her fears. She believed the milk had been poisoned and alluded to nebulous threats against her father by unnamed men. Alice Russell was a sensible woman and she pointed out the absurdity of Lizzie’s fears. Despite Miss Russell’s reassurance, Lizzie spoke of her uneasiness and sense of foreboding, remarking: “I feel as if something was hanging over me that I cannot throw off, and it comes over me at times, no matter where I am.” She added: “I don’t know but somebody will do something.”


Chapter 2

AN INCREDIBLE CRIME
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[image: image]
Front of Borden house on Second Street, courtesy of Fall River Historical Society



On the morning of August 4, 1892, Adelaide Churchill looked out her kitchen window and saw her next-door neighbor Lizzie Borden standing just inside the Bordens’ screen door. The daughter of a former mayor, now reduced to taking in boarders, she kept a sharp eye trained on the neighborhood. Concerned, she opened her window and called out, “What is the matter?”

Lizzie Borden replied, “Oh, Mrs. Churchill, do come over. Someone has killed father.”

[image: image]
Side steps of Borden house, courtesy of Fall River Historical Society



HORRIBLE BUTCHERY



It was an inconvenient day for any crime; the bulk of the police force was off at Rocky Point near Providence, Rhode Island, enjoying their annual picnic. Chief Marshal Rufus Hilliard, however, was on duty. A large, handsome man with a commanding presence, Hilliard was just the person for the crisis. But when he received the telephone call alerting him to “trouble at the Borden house,” he had no idea that he was dealing with anything special. Serious violent crime was rare in Fall River. At most, he expected some kind of disturbance. Drawing from his depleted reserve, he sent a single officer to the house. Patrolman George Allen ran part of the way and made the trip in less than four minutes. What he found was both horrible and bizarre: Andrew Borden had been, as a local newspaper would report, “hacked to pieces.” Yet, for all the carnage, there were no signs of disturbance in the house, nor was the murder weapon anywhere in sight. Though the house was on a busy thoroughfare within earshot of the center of town, no one—including the surviving members of the household—had seen or heard anything out of the ordinary. Allen pressed a nosy passerby, an ornamental painter named Charles Sawyer, into service as a guard and ran back to the station house for assistance. Sawyer would regret his prying after spending a full seven hours on sentry duty, all the while in fear of the murderer’s return to the scene of the crime.

[image: image]
Plan of Borden house and yard, E. H. Porter, The Fall River Tragedy, 1893, collection of the author



While waiting for the police to arrive, Adelaide Churchill became the first person to ask Lizzie Borden: “Where were you?” Lizzie replied that she had been in the barn looking for a piece of iron—to make a sinker (a weight for a fishing line)—and had come back to the house to investigate after hearing a strange noise. Mrs. Churchill then inquired about Mrs. Borden. Lizzie responded that Abby had received a note from a sick friend and gone out.

[image: image]
Marshal Rufus Hilliard, courtesy of Fall River Historical Society



By this time, the two people Lizzie Borden had thought to summon, the family doctor, Dr. Seabury Bowen, and close friend Alice Russell, had arrived. While Dr. Bowen examined Andrew Borden, Alice Russell joined Lizzie and Adelaide Churchill in the kitchen. A tall, thin woman once reckoned a great beauty, Alice Russell was forty years old, unmarried, and no one’s fool. Unlike the voluble Mrs. Churchill, Miss Russell set to work fanning Lizzie. Emerging shaken from the living room, Dr. Bowen left to wire Emma Borden who was visiting friends in Fairhaven, some thirty miles away. Lizzie asked him not to reveal the full horror lest he alarm the elderly woman with whom Emma was staying.

[image: image]
Body of Andrew Borden on sofa, courtesy of Fall River Historical Society



Bridget Sullivan, unlike the others, had not forgotten about the absent Abby Borden. Increasingly agitated, she suggested asking Mrs. Whitehead, Abby’s half sister and closest friend, of her whereabouts. Lizzie then volunteered that she thought Abby had returned and gone upstairs. If the women present retained the capacity to be shocked, this was startling information. Abby, Lizzie had said, had gone out. She had made no mention of her return. Someone had to look for her. Mrs. Churchill agreed to accompany the reluctant Bridget upstairs. Mrs. Churchill only ascended high enough “to clear [her] eyes above the second floor.” But it was enough to see the body of Abby Borden in the guest bedroom. Mrs. Churchill rushed back to relay her gruesome discovery. Alice Russell asked, “Is there another?” Mrs. Churchill’s response: “Yes.” Lizzie said, “O, I shall have to go to the cemetery myself.”

[image: image]
Bridget Sullivan, courtesy of Fall River Historical Society



Upon his return, Dr. Bowen examined the remains of another Borden. His first thought was that Abby had died of fright. Barely five feet tall, Abby Borden weighed over two hundred pounds, and Dr. Bowen did not initially attempt to move her. Her body was facedown, surrounded by coagulated blood rather than the fresh oozing liquid covering Andrew Borden’s clothes. This left little doubt as to the order of deaths and suggested that Abby had been slain sometime before her husband. Yet, it was not until officers Michael Mullaly and Patrick H. Doherty arrived on the scene that her body was turned over, revealing the extent of her injuries, and permitting Dr. Bowen to ascertain the real cause of her death. Referring to both murders, Dr. Bowen later remarked, “Physician that I am and accustomed to all sorts of horrible sights, it sickened me.”

By the time Dr. Bowen finished his preliminary examination of Abby Borden, “the cry of murder swept through the city of Fall River like a typhoon.” Indeed the brutality of the murders led one newspaper to speculate that Jack the Ripper had come to America. Police officers arrived in force and their numbers attracted an even greater contingent of passersby and concerned citizens. Hundreds of people gathered in front of the Borden house. The next morning, there would be over fifteen hundred spectators.

As the residents of Fall River watched and waited, the police, led by the assistant marshal, John Fleet, “a dyed-in-the-wool policeman,” constructed a timeline of the morning of the murders. Abby and Andrew Borden, still suffering from apparent food poisoning, ate breakfast about 7:00 a.m. with their houseguest John V. Morse, Andrew’s brother-in-law. The breakfast consisted of cold mutton, mutton soup, johnnycakes, coffee, and tea. Morse departed at 8:45 a.m. to visit relatives who lived on Weybosset Street. At 8:50 a.m., Lizzie Borden ate a light breakfast of cookies and coffee by herself. Emma, the older sister, had been out of town for two weeks visiting friends in Fairhaven. Prior to her departure, Andrew Borden had insisted on establishing where she could be reached by telegraph, leading one paper to ask, “Did He Have a Presentiment?” At 9:15 a.m., Andrew Borden left the house to attend to business downtown, and Abby asked Bridget to wash the outside windows. By 9:30 a.m., Abby went up to the guest bedroom to make the guest bed and was struck down by nineteen blows. The force of the blows shattered her skull and separated a flap of skin from her back.

[image: image]
Body of Abby Borden in guest bedroom, courtesy of Fall River Historical Society



At 10:45 a.m., Andrew Borden returned home, but stood on the doorstep fumbling with the lock, unaware that the door had been bolted from the inside. As she struggled to unlock the door, Bridget uttered an exclamation that evoked laughter from Lizzie Borden, who was apparently descending from the front landing—directly opposite the open door of the guest bedroom where her stepmother lay dead. After entering the hallway, Andrew removed his bedroom key from the mantel in the sitting room, its location during the day, and went up the back stairs to his bedroom. When he came downstairs, Lizzie greeted her father and inquired about the mail. In turn, he asked about Abby and was told that she had gone out after receiving a note. Andrew took off his coat and settled down on the sofa for a nap. Whether or not this was his usual practice, this decision to take a late-morning nap on a Thursday elicited no particular comment from either Bridget or Lizzie. But sometime between 10:45 a.m. and 11:45 a.m., this nap became his final slumber. His assassin struck ten times and departed.

The timeline was straightforward but presented one obvious question: How did the assassin manage to commit his crimes without attracting the attention of either Lizzie Borden or Bridget Sullivan? If the murderer was not a member of the household, then he would have had to elude both women for over an hour and a half between the murders. A cramped clothes closet next to the upstairs guest bedroom where Abby was slain could have provided a refuge, but the bedroom door itself remained open, advertising rather than hiding the crime. The cellar door and front door were locked throughout the morning and the screen door at the side of the house was usually in sight of Bridget Sullivan as she went about her household tasks. Moreover, while Andrew’s napping figure presented a convenient target for the assassin, Abby was upstairs making the bed in the guest bedroom when she was struck down. And no one had heard a sound. The Fall River Daily Herald observed that the two-hundred-pound Abby must have jarred the house when she fell.

As they searched for clues, the police also looked closely at the victims. They wondered how a quiet elderly couple could have provoked such murderous hatred. What they would find would be almost as unsettling as the crime itself.

SPINDLE CITY



In 1892, Fall River was the third-largest city in Massachusetts and its most important center for textile production. Connected to New York and Boston by regular shipping lines, Fall River benefited from its communication with these major urban centers of commerce. But, at its core, “the Manchester of America” remained a mill town. Like many such towns, Fall River was divided into restrictive social groups based upon class, ethnicity, and religion. The elite derived their status from their Yankee heritage, their Congregationalism or other Protestantism, and their ownership of the mills. Foremost among the Protestant elite were the Bordens, the Durfees, and the Braytons. In fact, until 1813, the members of the Borden family owned the water power of the Quequechan River flowing into and under the city, a title particularly important in a mill town. Through marriages and business arrangements, the leading families of Fall River preserved their control and cemented their status. That status, in turn, contributed to a self-regarding provincialism that proved difficult to dislodge. Outsiders who married into the local elite struggled with the unwritten sumptuary rules: for example, Detroit heiress Mary Newcomb learned to her chagrin that her Paris trousseau was “much too dressy for Fall River” and, on the advice of a helpful matron, put her dresses à la mode into storage to “age.”

[image: image]
Fall River as seen from Mt. Hope Bay, circa 1891, courtesy of Fall River Historical Society



Large influxes of immigrants into Fall River—mostly Irish Catholics, French Canadians, and Portuguese—altered the composition of the city in the course of the nineteenth century. These recent arrivals in Fall River found employment in the textile mills or in allied industries. Although native-born Americans had toiled in the mills early in the century, by the 1890s nearly all the men and women who worked there were immigrants. At the beginning of the century, mill work was not considered demeaning to native-born workers, especially women who wanted to earn extra money for a dowry. In fact, in 1817, Hannah Borden, the daughter of a mill stockholder, was singled out as a particularly valued employee. With the arrival of foreign labor and the rise of more restrictive attitudes about the proper role of women—so long as they were middle-class and native-born—earning extra pin money in this fashion ceased to be an option. Under the immigration law of July 1864, corporations could literally import workers and withhold a percentage of their wages for the first year in order to defray the costs of their passage. Even before such legislation was enacted, Irish-Catholic and English immigrants made up the majority of workers in the textile mills by 1850. By 1885, French Canadians were the most important single ethnic group employed in the region’s textile industry. Other immigrants, particularly Irish women like the twenty-six-year-old Bridget Sullivan, entered domestic service. But in exchange for better housing (and a wage of between two dollars and six dollars per week), Bridget suffered a galling trade-off: the Bordens (with the exception of Abby) called her “Maggie,” the name of their previous domestic servant, rather than learning her name.

Each of the city’s social groups inhabited distinct geographic sectors. The segmentation into ethnic ghettos paralleled the pattern of settlement in other industrial New England towns of the same period. But, unlike such towns, the odd topography of the waterfront town mirrored its elaborate hierarchy and gradations of influence. Located at the mouth of the Taunton River, where it is joined by the Quequechan River before emptying into Mount Hope Bay, Fall River rises sharply in increments from sea level. South Main Street, less than one-half mile from shore and on the same level as the Borden house, is 119 feet above the mean high-water mark of the Taunton River. In contrast, Highland Avenue, which marks the upper boundary of the city’s elite Hill district, runs from 254 feet to 355 feet above the river. Many of the newly arrived immigrants lived closest to the water and the mills. Slightly higher in altitude were the more established Irish and lesser Protestants who lived in the flats on roughly the same level as South Main Street. Their homes ranged from tenements to modest single-family houses like the Bordens’ home on Second Street. Lizzie Borden lived on the same plane as the middle-class Irish of the “flats” around the business district, far beneath her Borden cousins who lived on “the Hill.” The location, like the house, suited Andrew, but his daughters would have preferred a more fashionable address.
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View of Second Street looking south (Borden house is the second house on the left), courtesy of Fall River Historical Society
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View of Second Street looking north (Borden house is the second house on the right), courtesy of Fall River Historical Society



Though the Yankee mill and banking families effectively owned Fall River through the early twentieth century, the newer arrivals constituted an important political force when they voted as a bloc—composing a voting majority by the 1890s—and an important economic power when they organized into unions. For over two-thirds of the nineteenth century, only prominent Yankees, like Adelaide Churchill’s father, were elected to public office in Fall River. However, in the late 1880s, the first Catholic mayor, John W. Cummings, was elected and a Catholic physician, John W. Coughlin, held the office from 1890 to 1894, and therefore had the unenviable task of informing Lizzie Borden of the police department’s suspicion about her story. His sister Annie’s marriage to Hugo Dubuque, a leader of the French Canadian community, helped join the Irish and French Canadians into an effective Democratic voting bloc. Significantly, the Irish Democratic political ascendancy did not change the unwritten social rules. Although Lizzie Borden received the condolences of the Catholic physician and mayor, John W. Coughlin, none of her family had ever interacted socially with their Catholic neighbors, Dr. and Mrs. Kelly or Dr. and Mrs. Chagnon and daughter Marthe. Upon discovering her father’s body, Lizzie Borden sent Bridget to find Dr. Bowen, who was not at home. Bridget left word with Dr. Bowen’s wife that he was needed urgently at the Borden house. It apparently never occurred to either of the women to summon the neighboring Dr. Kelly or Dr. Chagnon. Instead, Lizzie Borden waited inside the screen door for the uncertain arrival of Protestant medical assistance.

But despite her good Yankee name, Lizzie Borden stood in peculiar relationship to the social structure of Fall River. The most prominent Borden in Fall River assured the public: “No true Borden has ever placed a stumbling block in the way of the law and no member of my family will in any way hamper the police in their investigation.” Lizzie Borden may have been a Borden but she was a lesser Borden. Lizzie Borden’s great-grandfather, Richard Borden, inherited less money than his brother Thomas and his line did not thrive. The descendants of Thomas Borden distinguished themselves as entrepreneurs and established themselves in the elite; Richard Borden left a mere four hundred dollars to his son Abraham, Lizzie Borden’s grandfather. Abraham Borden improved his lot by peddling fish, earning enough to support his family. But his only legacy to his son was the freehold in a house on Ferry Street. And while much was made of Andrew Borden’s fortune at his death, his wealth paled beside that of his cousin Colonel Richard Borden, whose heirs inherited stock worth between three and four million dollars. Richard Borden’s son Matthew Chaloner Durfee Borden was even richer and grander, consolidating his own business empire with print- and ironworks in Fall River and his place in New York society with a private box in “the Golden Horseshoe” at the Metropolitan Opera. At his death, he had more than doubled his father’s fortune.

Andrew Borden was, as he liked to remark, a self-made man. As a result, he was temperamentally unsuited to assume “his rightful place” in the social life of Fall River. He was far more interested in accumulating money than spending it, preferring to accrue interest rather than gain social recognition. A journalist described his pleasure as confined to “piling up dollars.” His daughters, particularly Lizzie, may have wanted more—to live, as Alice Russell had remarked, “as other people lived.” Lizzie and Emma chose, for example, to attend the “society church,” the Central Congregational Church, rather than patronize the more modest house of worship where Andrew Borden rented a pew. Andrew had once belonged to the Central Congregational Church but left following a dispute over a real estate transaction. The church did not agree to his price for a tract of land he owned; he showed his displeasure by voting with his feet. By contrast, Lizzie and Emma continued to worship there. Lizzie sought to ingratiate herself among the Central Congregational Church leadership, even volunteering to teach the children of Chinese immigrants at Sunday school.

Lizzie Borden threw herself into such charitable works to improve her social position and because they were the only culturally sanctioned activities for women of her class. In addition to teaching Sunday school, she was secretary-treasurer of the local Christian Endeavor Society, a member of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union (WCTU), and a dabbler in the Ladies Fruit and Flower Mission. But there is little evidence that she found these activities satisfying. Too old to attend one of the new women’s colleges and too wealthy for the mills, Lizzie Borden, like other middle-class women of her generation, was relegated to unproductive marginality, free to enjoy her leisure in the presumed comforts of her home. Unlike most other women of her generation, however, Lizzie Borden never married. The average age of marriage in the 1890s was twenty-two; at thirty-two, Lizzie Borden was a spinster. While her parents lived, she would always be a houseguest in her father’s home. And who would own the house after he died? Insecure about her place in Fall River society, Lizzie Borden remained equally unsure about her position in the family. In the words of a contemporary journalist, Julian Ralph, her situation exemplified “a peculiar phase of life in New England—a wretched phase” suffered by “the daughters of a class of well-to-do New England men who seem never to have money enough no matter how rich they become, whose houses are little more cheerful than jails, and whose women folk had, from a human point of view, better be dead than to be born to these fortunes.” “Crime,” he said, “seems to attend that phase and point it out as relentlessly as the knife of a surgeon is aimed at a cancerous growth.”

EVERY MAN TURNED DETECTIVE



In this era, America derived its vision of the criminal classes from European models in criminology, especially those of Cesare Lombroso, the leading proponent of the Italian school of criminology. Lombroso had challenged earlier assumptions—linking criminality with a simple inability to resist temptation—in favor of a model of difference. Criminals, he believed, were born, not made. He characterized the criminal as a primitive throwback, an atavistic specimen born for evil deeds. Drawing upon contemporary anthropological studies of “other races,” he believed the physical structures of their bodies displayed their criminal natures—ranging from asymmetrical physiognomy to other bodily stigmata. In all cases, the born criminal’s physical traits were seen as less evolved, more apelike. In a series of reviews of criminological literature published in the American Journal of Psychology, Dr. Arthur MacDonald summarized the latest thinking: “The true criminal has something of the incompleteness of the beast; he is like a man who has remained animalized.”

Americans found independent confirmation of Lombroso’s theories in their own criminal classes. Richard L. Dugdale, for example, famously described a series of blood relatives, the “Juke” family, languishing in a New York prison for assorted offenses and concluded that eugenics, intended to eliminate further generations of such degenerate specimens, offered the best solution. The larger environment merely triggered their underlying atavistic criminal nature. By contrast, the reform-minded Charles Loring Brace, author of The Dangerous Classes of New York and Twenty Years’ Work Among Them, used explicitly evolutionary language in his theory of the inherited degeneracy. Though he lamented the likely transmission to future generations of the dangerous classes’ appetite for liquor, sexual licentiousness, and laziness, he hoped to mold them in the image of his more moral and fortunate class. For many, it was clear that the “dangerous classes” largely arrived from foreign shores. In one of her popular lectures, the prominent suffragist and temperance advocate Mary Ashton Rice Livermore contended: “An invasion of migrating peoples, outnumbering the Goths and Vandals that overran the south of Europe, has brought to our shores a host of undesirable aliens . . . Unlike the earlier and desirable immigrants, who have helped the republic retain its present greatness, these hinder its developments. They are discharged convicts, paupers, lunatics, imbeciles, peoples suffering from loathsome and contagious diseases, incapables, illiterates, defectives, contract laborers, who are smuggled hither to work for reduced wages, and who crowd out our native working men and women. Our jails, houses of corrections, prisons, poor-houses, and insane asylums are crowded with these aliens.”

The Fall River Police Department, headed by Marshal Rufus Hilliard, began its investigation by immediately rounding up the usual suspects. In keeping with prevailing attitudes about criminality, the Fall River police expected to find a depraved outsider with a foreign accent. That year, as in the prior years, more than two-thirds of those arrested were born abroad. (The Report of the City Marshal helpfully listed the national origin of all those arrested.) Stories circulated that “a Swede or a Portuguese” in Borden’s employ had come to the Borden house demanding money on the morning of the murders. Lizzie herself vouched for Alfred Johnson, the Swede. The police eliminated Johnson and Portuguese laborers from Borden’s Swansea farm as well as several other immigrant suspects. Peleg Brightman reported that he had seen a bloody axe owned by Joseph Silvia. When the police investigated, they found children with “dirty dresses on, which were caked with blood.” This alarming sight had an apparently innocent explanation: their mother explained that the children were “very subject to the nose bleed.” The police concluded that the axe itself was too “old, dull, and . . . worn” to have caused the wounds on the Bordens. The police were also called to the New Bedford Savings Bank to pick up “a Portuguese” who was attempting to cash out his savings of “sixty odd dollars.” He, like the others, gave “a satisfactory account of himself” and was released. Another line of thought hinged on the nature of the crimes, that there was something “effeminate” about the hacking and, therefore, according to racial theories of the day, pointed to a “Chinaman.”

Many contemporary commentators envisaged the murderer through the lens of Lombroso’s theories—a brutish throwback, more monster than man. One newspaper conceived of the guilty party as a “human fiend,” for no ordinary criminal could repeatedly axe two elderly people. After the murders, Rev. William Walker Jubb, pastor of the Central Congregational Church, the society church favored by Lizzie and her sister, Emma, asked his congregation not to allow rumor to blight the lives of the innocent, which he contrasted with the necessary character of the true murderer. He asked, “What must have been the person who could have been guilty of such a revolting crime? One to commit such a murder must have been without heart, without soul, a fiend incarnate, the very vilest of degraded humanity, or he must have been a maniac.”

The idea of a maniac as the murderer provided an explanation for the shocking brutality of the murders: the skulls of the Bordens had been so shattered by the force of multiple blows that the victims were virtually unrecognizable. One witness described Andrew’s face as “a mass of raw meat.” The prominent attorney and former mayor Milton Reed also advised: “Look for the maniac.” He explained: “We who have had some experience with criminals, and some knowledge of crime, know that murderers do not stand over the victims delivering blow after blow when they know the victims are dead . . . In every detail it shows the stubborn and dogged brutality of the insane.”

Dr. Benjamin Handy, a respected local physician and Borden family friend, claimed to have seen a pale young man, eyes fixed on the sidewalk, walking nervously on Second Street the morning of the murders. Transformed by newspaper accounts into “Dr. Handy’s wild-eyed man,” the Fall River police identified him as “Mike the Soldier,” the sobriquet of a local dipsomaniac who had been seen in the area around the same time. They ruled him out and, over Dr. Handy’s objections that he was not the same man, they turned their attention to other strangers. The officers became suspicious of Dr. Handy’s sighting when he seemed reluctant to go to Boston to identify another possible suspect and then “readily pronounced him not the man” even though “his face was very much shaded.” Dr. Handy, it was noted, owned the holiday cottage in the seaside village of Marion, Massachusetts, where Lizzie had planned to join a group of friends.

Unsolicited advice came from a variety of sources. Among the “multitude of crank communications” sent to the police and the prosecutors were suggestions about where to search—the kitchen stove, the attic, a well, and the piano (if, the writer acknowledged, the Bordens owned a piano)—on the theory that all would make excellent hiding places. An infallible clue to the murderer’s identity, some insisted, could be found in the eyes of the victims, for the retinas retained the last image seen: “Dark mysteries have been brought to light in this manner by means of photography.” Still others imagined a secret society, perhaps anarchists, taking revenge on the Borden household. Most had more conventional ideas, offering leads on suspicious characters or enjoining the police to arrest someone closer to home. A few even confessed, including a man who claimed to be the illegitimate son of Andrew Borden and a woman he had committed to an insane asylum. One man, Charles Peckham, actually turned himself in. He, like the others, was quickly ruled out. Marshal Hilliard explained, “I have devoted attention to many stories that were foolish just because of the enormity of the crime, and in order that I might leave no stone unturned to solve it.”

Even those beyond the veil of this life weighed in. A medium claimed to have had word from the late Andrew Borden, but the famously reticent Mr. Borden refused to divulge his murderer’s identity. “Trance Medium and Physician” J. Burns Strand recounted his vision of the murders. He offered to “come at once” to Fall River and, in the interim, enjoined the authorities to “arrest Morse, Lizzie and the man at West Port.” Yet it seemed “there was a diversity of opinion in the spirit world as to the identity of the person who murdered Mr. and Mrs. Borden.” One medium explained: “Spirits don’t know everything . . . And if they didn’t happen to be looking just at the moment when the murder was committed they couldn’t be expected to know about it.”

Popular opinion among the living favored John V. Morse, Andrew’s brother-in-law, because he was an outsider whose visit coincided with the murders. One newspaper profile of Morse termed him “The Suspected Man.” With his ragged beard and shallow gray bloodshot eyes, Morse looked the part of the shifty Western horse trader, a “long, lanky, hard-featured fellow, who dressed like a scarecrow and ate like a cormorant.” He did not appear to improve upon acquaintance, for he was “regarded by his neighbors as a very eccentric and peculiar man.” Like his brother-in-law, he was reserved and “close, almost to the point of penuriousness.” The Fall River police had to rescue him from an angry mob that followed him around in the days after the murders. But as if in a detective novel, Morse appeared to have an airtight alibi. He had memorized the number of the streetcar on which he was riding at the time of Andrew Borden’s death and even recalled the number on the streetcar conductor’s cap. As it happens, the conductor did not remember him but did recall the six priests Morse named as his fellow passengers. Mrs. Daniel Emery, the relative he visited on Weybosset Street, confirmed his departure time and, in an uncanny coincidence, Dr. Bowen arrived to attend Mrs. Emery’s daughter just as Morse was leaving the house at 11:20 a.m. The Fall River Daily Herald reported a possible motive, based on a tip from an unnamed member of the Borden family, that Lizzie “regarded Mr. Morse with more tenderness than most nieces feel for their uncles.” According to the source, Andrew Borden was well aware of her attachment and “he was constantly on the alert to see the breath of scandal did not reach his home.” But there was nothing to support that tantalizing rumor. If anything, Lizzie seemed to view her uncle with hostility or, at best, indifference. Even though she was aware of his presence on Wednesday, she did not see Morse until after the murders on Thursday afternoon. She later said she was annoyed by the sounds of her uncle, father, and stepmother conversing downstairs and had shut her bedroom door.
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John V. Morse, courtesy of Fall River Historical Society



Dr. Bowen also faced suspicion—not as a serious suspect, but as a possible paramour of Lizzie Borden’s. Jane Gray, Abby’s stepmother, relayed four-year-old gossip about Lizzie’s relationship with her doctor. While the rest of the family was at the Borden farm during that summer, Lizzie stayed in Fall River. Dr. Bowen escorted her to church one Sunday evening, an act of gallantry that launched a thousand wagging tongues. According to Mrs. Gray, “Some remarked how courageous she was to remain in the house alone; but others replied in a very knowing way, perhaps she has acceptable company.”

Dr. Bowen’s actions on the day of the murders also seemed questionable. First, he provided the medical explanation for a pail of small towels “covered with blood” found soaking in the wash cellar. Officer William Medley asked Lizzie about the contents. Rather than explain the towels were menstrual cloths, she referred him to Dr. Bowen, who vouched for her, declaring “it had been explained to him, and was alright.” Bridget, however, said that “she had not noticed the pail until that day, and it could not have been there two days before [as Lizzie claimed], or she would have seen it, and put the contents in the wash.” Second, he acted as a gatekeeper, closing Lizzie’s door on the police and insisting that she be given a few moments to compose herself. Finally, Officer Harrington saw Dr. Bowen in the Bordens’ kitchen looking at scraps of paper that he appeared to be trying to assemble. When challenged by Harrington, Bowen said, “It does not amount to anything,” adding that it was a note about his daughter’s proposed visit. He then tossed the scraps onto the kitchen stove. Harrington saw the name Emma as it burned. Bowen’s daughter’s name was Florence. Was Dr. Bowen acting in good faith as the trusted family physician or was he trying to protect someone in the house?

After exhausting the suspects outside the immediate family, the police turned their attention to the two women at the scene of the crime. If the murderer was not a member of the household, then he, or she, would have had to avoid both women for the hour and a half between the murders. The housemaid Bridget Sullivan was considered a plausible suspect. Irish immigrants alone composed over a third of those arrested between 1889 and 1893. One of Marshal Hilliard’s civic-minded correspondents told him to arrest Bridget Sullivan, who “carried out the orders of her priest,” adding that “true Americans will learn in time never to imploy [sic] a catholic.” Another warned that servants were “a sly and lying class.” Although an axe was a “man’s” weapon because of the physical strength and proximity required, working-class Irish women were known to be perfectly capable of swinging one, for domestic service often included chopping wood and slaughtering animals. Bridget Sullivan did not need to perform such duties because cords of wood arrived regularly from the Borden farm in Swansea. Nonetheless, she knew enough to be petrified. She was saved by Lizzie Borden’s version of events that placed Bridget outside during Abby’s murder and upstairs in her attic bedroom when Andrew was killed. Yet, despite the dearth of evidence linking her to the crime and the absence of any discernable motive, the president of the board of aldermen wondered out loud why she had not been arrested. Andrew Jennings, the Borden family lawyer, seconded these sentiments, asking pointedly, “In the natural course of things who would be the party to be suspected?”
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Dr. Seabury Bowen, courtesy of Fall River Historical Society



Puzzled by the inconsistencies in Lizzie’s account of her movements at the time of the murders, the police began to suspect the bereaved daughter of having had a hand—or two—in the murders. In his notes from his interview with Lizzie Borden on the evening of August 4, Officer Phil Harrington struggled to voice this horrifying suspicion: “Lizzie stood by the foot of the bed, and talked in the most calm and collected manner; her whole bearing was most remarkable under the circumstances. There was not the least indication of agitation, no sign of sorrow or grief, no lamentation of heart, no comment on the horror of the crime, and no expression of a wish that the criminal be caught. All this, and something that, to me, is indescribable, gave birth to a thought that was most revolting. I thought, at least, she knew more than she wished to tell.” When he joined Assistant Marshal Fleet and the other officers in a search of the barn, where Lizzie claimed to have been at the time of her father’s death, he told Fleet: “I don’t like that girl.” After a comprehensive search of the barn and its loft, Harrington said to Fleet: “If any girl can show you or me, or anybody else what could interest her up here for twenty minutes, I would like to have her do it.” Shaking his head, the stolid Lancashireman Fleet could only mutter that it was “incredible.”

There were other oddities. For example, there was the missing note. Lizzie said that her stepmother received a note from a sick friend and had gone out. Abby’s presumed absence from home was given as the reason for Lizzie’s failure to search for Abby after discovering her father’s body. Yet, no note was found at the house and no one came forward to identify herself as the author. Even if, for reasons of her own, the mysterious sender did not wish to declare herself, it seemed “strange,” as the reporter Edwin Porter observed, “that the boy who delivered the note has not made himself known.”

Lizzie’s estranged uncle Hiram Harrington all but accused her directly. He told the police and the Fall River Daily Globe: “When the perpetrator of this foul deed is found, it will be one of the household.” He left little doubt about which member of the household he suspected. “I had a long talk with Lizzie yesterday, Thursday, the day of the murder, and I am not at all satisfied with [her] . . . demeanor.” He also remarked: “She is very strong-willed, and will fight for what she considers her rights.” Abby’s brother-in-law George Fish went further. He directly accused Lizzie (and Morse) of hiring an assassin to kill the Bordens “simply to get them out
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