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PROLOGUE

SECRETS OF THE PIRATE’S HEAD







THE SLOOP SET SAIL FROM LONG ISLAND BEARING SOUTH, a crisp night air sweeping along the deck as it went. Soon, the pirate knew, darkness would shroud the vessel, and they’d be far enough from shore that no one would hear the screams. Below deck was a stash of gold he planned to pilfer, but only after he dispatched his shipmates: George Burr, captain of the ship and not yet forty years old; Oliver Watts, twenty-three years old; and Oliver’s brother Smith Watts, nineteen years old. The pirate was bigger and stronger than all of them. Plus, he had his axe nearby.1

When night fully engulfed them, Smith and Captain Burr retired to the cabin, leaving Oliver at the helm. The pirate, who was using the pseudonym William Johnson, decided to keep him company. After pacing around the creaky deck, he asked Oliver if he could steer. The young man was fine with that; it would give him a break, and they had plenty of time on the voyage.

After some chitchat about life and weather, Johnson squinted toward the horizon and pointed. “Is that Barnegat Light?” he asked, wondering if the lighthouse at the northern tip of Long Beach Island was coming into view.

“No,” replied Oliver, explaining that it would be at least an hour before they could see Barnegat.

Squinting harder, Johnson asked again, this time insisting that it must be the lighthouse. Oliver turned to take a closer look—a big mistake.

In a fluid motion, and with a kind of emotionless passion only a veteran killer could manage, the pirate wrapped his fingers around the axe and buried it in the back of Oliver’s skull. A crimson geyser twinkled in the moonlight, and Oliver dropped to his knees. Johnson tugged the axe out of his skull and planted it in the young man’s back to finish the job.

Just then Smith, awake from the commotion, poked his head out of the cabin door to see what was afoot. Stomping over to him quickly, Johnson swung the axe in a powerful arc, severing Smith’s head cleanly from his body. Another fountain of blood sprayed the deck red.

Storming into the cabin, Johnson found Captain Burr sitting up in bed. “What’s happening?” Burr asked. When his eyes adjusted to the sight of a large man covered in blood and gripping an axe, he had his answer.

Leaping out of bed, Burr began grappling with the maniac, trying to pry the axe from Johnson’s bloody hands. They tussled for several minutes, and Burr proved stronger than his 135-pound frame looked. Maybe getting the booty wouldn’t be as easy as the pirate had assumed.

But Johnson was able to push off Burr, creating some distance between them, and swing the axe one more time, lopping off half of Burr’s head, one of his eyes, and part of his nose. Blood, brains, and skull fragments decorated the cabin, which now looked less like sleeping quarters than like an abattoir.

When Johnson returned to the deck to dispose of the bodies of the Watts brothers, he found Oliver somehow still alive and shambling zombie-like toward him. Stunned, he held the axe in both hands—one hand at the bottom, the other right below the metal head—and used it to push Oliver over the edge of the ship. Somehow the determined zombie grabbed on to the railing, dangling off the ship’s side and refusing to die.

After trying and failing to pry Oliver’s fingers loose, the pirate realized there was only one thing left to do. He raised the axe and brought it down on the young man’s hand, severing Oliver’s fingers and thumb. Oliver fell into the sea as his digits landed on the ship’s deck.

Back in the cabin, Johnson helped himself to some beer to take the edge off. Then he grabbed Captain Burr’s bloody body, dragged it onto the deck, and pushed it over the side. Next he dragged the headless corpse of Smith and tossed it into the frigid waters.

Wait, the pirate thought, freezing in place. Where is Smith’s head? He looked around the deck but saw nothing.

Heading back into the cabin, the pirate got on his hands and knees and started feeling around in the darkened corners. Eventually his hand touched some wet, sticky, matted hair. Grabbing hold of Smith’s head, he carried it like a small sack of onions onto the deck and, standing in the twinkling starlight, smeared with the blood and brains of his shipmates, launched it into the water, followed by his trusty axe.

The pirate stuffed all the money and valuables he could find into a sack, climbed into the ship’s yawl, lowered it into the sea, and rowed away as fast as he could.2

IT DIDN’T TAKE long for other sailors to find this ship without a crew. Nor did it take long to discover that the deck was awash in blood. The sailors quickly contacted the authorities, who brought the sloop into port and started searching it for clues. Other than blood and axe marks, the best clue they found was Oliver’s severed fingers and thumb.

Determined newspaper reporters got word of the grisly ghost ship and descended on the scene, eager to craft high drama for the daily papers. They worked up colorful columns about the “pools of blood” and “human hair matted with gore” smeared across the ship. The scene had the makings of a crime of the century, and the reporters pledged to embed themselves with police until the killer was caught.3

After asking around different Long Island ports, police found the ship’s manifest. Immediately one name stood out—William Johnson. Captain Burr and the Watts brothers were known to everyone in the area, but not Johnson. Plus, people had remembered seeing a burly, gruff-looking man trailing the captain in the days before the voyage.

Then they got the tip that would break the case wide open: A large man—drunk, bloody, and carrying a sack of money—had been spotted in Manhattan. Police raced to the scene only to discover that the man had just left the city with his wife and five-year-old son in tow. They also learned his name was not William Johnson; it was Albert Hicks.

Hicks, meanwhile, took his wife and son to Rhode Island to lay low for a while. They rented a room in a flophouse and waited. After only two days, cops stormed into the flophouse at two in the morning to find Hicks asleep. When he woke up, he knew the jig was up and went peacefully, leaving his wife and son, who were apparently unaware of his crimes, to find their own way back to New York.

The trial of Albert Hicks began on May 18, 1860. Because detectives had never found the bodies of Burr and the Watts brothers, prosecutors worried that they might not be able to secure a conviction for murder. So they went with a charge of piracy, given that the crime had happened at sea and that a piracy conviction carried the death penalty. The trial lasted less than a week, and the jury took fewer than ten minutes to find Hicks guilty. After the verdict was read, the judge sentenced Hicks to death and set the execution date for Friday, July 13—a good day to hang a stoic axe murderer.

That bright summer day became a festival. Over one thousand people rode on the big boat carrying Hicks to Bedloe Island so they could watch his execution. Drinking the saloon on the ship dry, they stumbled over one another to catch a glimpse of the famous criminal and to watch his neck snap at the end of a noose. They weren’t the only ones. For only one dollar, curious New Yorkers could secure a spot on a viewing boat, consume unlimited beer and oysters, and witness the death of the man who would become the last pirate of New York.

Shortly after eleven in the morning, the hangman put a black hood over Hicks’ head and fastened a noose around his neck. After receiving the signal to proceed, the executioner pulled a lever on the gallows, which dropped a set of heavy weights and pulled Hicks into the air. His neck snapped, and for several minutes, as his spirit left this world, his body twitched in the air, dancing the dance of the condemned. “Few men have passed from earth so wholly unregretted as did this murderer and pirate,” wrote The New York Times.4

THESE GRISLY AXE murders raised some pressing questions for Americans of the time: How could Hicks have brutally slaughtered three innocent men, stolen their money, and then flaunted it around Manhattan without a care in the world? How could a supposedly advanced nation be dealing with such primitive depravity? What made Hicks become a monster?

Hicks himself had answers to these questions. In a lengthy confession given to a reporter prior to his execution, he explained that there were actually five people on the ship that night: Captain Burr, the two Watts brothers, Hicks, and the devil. “I have long felt as though I were the Devil’s own,” Hicks explained, “and that though he had served me so many years, I must at last be his.” The devil craved not just the blood of Hicks’s victims but the pirate himself in hell.5

The devil’s participation in the grisly murders made a good deal of sense to many at the time. Of course the devil was loose on the ship. Hicks’s atrocities seemed characteristic of the violence of the 1850s that would shortly open the nation’s veins in civil war. The best explanation for Hicks’s evil came down to forces outside of him—forces in a supernatural plane of existence that accounted for all that was good and bad in the world.

But maybe there was another explanation. Two weeks before Hicks’s execution, authorities locked him in shackles, loaded him into a horse-drawn wagon, and transported him to a business located at 308 Broadway. When they arrived, they parked in front of a window displaying rows of human skulls, which looked blankly ahead as the murderous pirate stepped out of the wagon and proceeded inside, passing under a sign that read “Fowler and Wells, Phrenologists.”

Inside, Hicks and the police creaked across wooden floorboards toward the back of the store. As they passed, Hicks saw many, many more skulls watching him. The walls were lined with them—a veritable army of the dead staring at the infamous pirate through hollowed-out sockets. Not all of them were actual skulls, however. Interspersed among them were plaster busts, casts, and masks taken from human heads. Hicks shuffled past the heads of great statesmen, including John Quincy Adams, James K. Polk, Daniel Webster, Henry Clay, and Aaron Burr. There were also the heads of prominent reformers, including William Ellery Channing, Horace Greeley, and Horace Mann. There were the heads of powerful leaders of other nations, including Napoleon Bonaparte and Black Hawk. And there were the heads of evil people just like him—murderers, rapists, and thieves. There was even the head of another pirate, Charles Gibbs, who was convicted of mutiny and murder and hanged in 1831.

After his slow march past the skulls, Hicks met a genial-looking bearded man at the back of the establishment. The bearded man’s name was Lorenzo Niles Fowler, and he led the visitors through a door and into an examination room. Stately and grand, the room had high ceilings and intricate crown molding. On the walls were photos, daguerreotypes, and paintings of notable people the world over. Lining the room were two writing desks and a plush Victorian couch. That was where ladies and gentlemen could watch their friends and family receive an examination. In the middle of the room was the exam chair, where Hicks sat down, his shackles clanging against the wood.

Lorenzo gauged Hicks’s head visually, getting an overall impression of its organization and size. Then his fingers began gliding expertly across the pirate’s cranium. He felt for bumps, depressions, masses, and spans, moving from the base of the skull to the top of the forehead, along the sides, and even around the eye sockets. As he worked, he called out different numbers to his assistant, who recorded Lorenzo’s findings.

“Four,” Lorenzo announced after touching one part of the head. “Six,” after another. “Seven,” if the area was large, and “One,” if the area was small.

Hicks’s examination took only a few minutes, but it produced exactly what the police were hoping for—a scientific account of Hicks’s actions. “Phrenological Character of Albert W. Hicks, Given at Fowler and Wells’s Phrenological Cabinet” was the title of the report. It appeared in a pamphlet alongside the pirate’s confession, trial, and biography, available on newsstands the morning of his execution.6

Lorenzo’s report noted the power of Hicks’s physical attributes, including his mental faculties, but lamented that those faculties were “susceptible of intense feeling” and the “heated impulse of passion.” His aptitude for intense feeling was combined with a large brain capable of “a great amount of general mental power.” On top of that was Hicks’s knack for working with his hands. With “a good degree of order and arrangement” and “native talents for making estimates and calculations,” he would thrive in “any kind of mental operation where order, method, system, knowledge of principles and places is required.” He could have been a carpenter or brickmason, maybe even an engineer or mechanic. Too bad he was never part of a structured environment where his natural talents could help him become a contributing member of society.

But it got worse. Without proper development, Hicks’s natural aptitude for hard work, arrangement, and calculation dwindled just as his “Combativeness” grew stronger. Lorenzo’s report noted that the part of Hicks’s brain responsible for pugnacity was far too developed. Combined with a strong will and spirit of resistance, Hicks was prone to lash out at the world, especially because his “love of property,” also known as Acquisitiveness, pushed him toward “the gratification of his various desires.” These overly developed mental faculties, Lorenzo lamented, stood in stark contrast to his underdeveloped Spirituality and Veneration—faculties responsible for religion and morality—leading Hicks “to act without due regard to the Higher Power, and without feeling his dependence on, or much responsibility to, his Creator.”

All these details led Lorenzo to a striking conclusion:


The crimes that he has been led to commit are full as much the result of a want of the right kind of education, as from his natural organization. He has strong passions, and an unbending and headstrong will; but with proper culture, and good circumstances, he would, most likely, have used his energy and talents in a way to secure success and respectability, instead of warring upon the rights and interests of his fellow men.



Here, then, was a radically different account of the convicted pirate’s actions. His brutal murders were not due to the devil’s influence, nor were they the result of his nature; Albert Hicks was not born an axe murderer. His actions stemmed from a mental makeup that was not properly cultivated, as he lacked the education and environment needed to carve out a morally upright position in society. In that way, Hicks was only partially responsible for his crimes. His family, friends, and community also bore some responsibility. America too. The nation’s hands were spattered with the blood of Burr and the Watts brothers right along with the pirate’s hands.

That’s why America had to do better. To avoid another Albert Hicks, it had to do a better job educating children. To make brutal murders a thing of the past, it had to help suffering people and prop up broken families. To live up to its ideals, the fledgling democratic country needed to break the shackles that held people back. To do these things, America could and should pray to God. But equally as important was understanding human nature, which required one thing above all: phrenology.

DISCOVERED IN THE late eighteenth century by a German physician named Franz Joseph Gall and propagated around Europe in the early nineteenth century by Gall and his assistant, Johann Spurzheim, phrenology trickled onto U.S. shores in the 1820s and took root in the 1830s. A science of character and human nature, it purported to pinpoint a person’s inner being—specifically his or her mental makeup—via the shape, contours, masses, and spans of his or her head. Meaning “discourse on the mind,” phrenology was built on two key ideas. First, the shape of a person’s skull corresponded with the shape of that person’s brain, meaning that a bump or cavity on the skull mirrored a bump or cavity on the brain. Second, the brain was not a unified mental mass but composed of individual organs that performed different functions. Phrenology was the study of those individual organs and the ways they combined to create distinct character traits.7

Although phrenologists did not fully agree on the number of organs in a person’s brain, the general consensus settled on thirty-seven. The organs ranged from “Combativeness” and “Destructiveness” to “Amativeness” (sex drive), “Philoprogenitiveness” (love of children), and “Inhabitiveness” (love of home). There were also organs related to reason and intellect, including “Causality,” “Comparison,” “Eventuality,” and “Mirthfulness” (humor). And there were organs related to perceptions of the external world, including “Form,” “Size,” “Weight,” “Time,” “Tune,” and “Language.” Organs corresponding to man’s higher nature and spiritual existence included “Veneration,” “Benevolence,” and “Hope.”

In Europe, phrenology was primarily a science vying for status among other “natural philosophies” that supposedly defined humanity. In the United States, phrenology remained a science, but it also assumed important practical dimensions. Practical phrenology, as it was known, was an effort not just to gauge people’s organs and to define their character but to give them tools for enhancing their mind and progressing as human beings. American phrenologists maintained that people could literally, through concerted effort, grow their mental organs. Thinking in particular directions and refraining from thought in other directions could change the size of different parts of the brain. By reading more, practicing kindness, socializing with friends, working on math problems, praying and worshipping more, and so forth, you could actually become a different person.
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The “symbolical head,” a widely reproduced image of scenes portraying phrenological organs and their location on the head

This emphasis on change gave practical phrenologists their most important idea, one that attracted millions to their cause: improvement. Because you had the power to exercise, or refrain from exercising, your organs, you also had the power to improve yourself and to help others become better people. Phrenological examinations in the United States usually included specific directions on how to improve your life—from career advice or the kind of person to marry to the management of the home, which activities to pursue, and more. In many ways, practical phrenology was an early iteration of what would become known later in the nineteenth century as the “self-help” movement. But phrenology’s goals were loftier than that name suggests. Self-help implies individual improvement, which was key to phrenology as well. But phrenologists also insisted that their science was the secret to improving families, communities, societies, and nations. Ultimately, phrenologists in the United States saw their work as the scientific underpinnings needed for a new nation to create heaven on earth.

As it turned out, this was exactly the message that Americans at the time wanted and needed to hear. Beginning around 1830, the United States entered what historians have dubbed the “era of reform,” a multifaceted, decades-long push to fix the problems of the nation that survived its founding. Painfully aware of the country’s sins, reformers got together and started movements to end slavery, to give women the right to vote, to curb the evils of alcohol, to eat only vegetables, to improve the care of prisoners and mental-health patients, to help the poor, to better educate children, to worship God in new and exciting ways, and more. The pulsating energy for change prepared the way for a new science of the human mind that sought widespread progress for the nation. Little wonder that many prominent reformers embraced phrenology—abolitionists William Lloyd Garrison and John Brown, suffragists Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, intellectuals Henry Ward Beecher and Ralph Waldo Emerson, writers Horace Greeley, Edgar Allen Poe, and Walt Whitman, among many others. Because practical phrenology maintained that everyone could improve themselves and their communities, no matter where they started in life, reformers saw it as the ultimate scientific tool for lifting the downtrodden to a higher place in American society.8

But it wasn’t just notable reformers who embraced phrenology in the decades leading up to the Civil War; the science captivated ordinary Americans too. In cities and towns across the country, people flocked to lecture halls to hear about its wonders. They paid traveling phrenologists for a scientific reading of their character and advice on how to live. They bought books and periodicals for home study, which was increasingly prevalent at a time when literacy rates were rising and the cost of printed material was falling. They acquired skulls, busts, and casts of human heads to better understand what the science could do for their world. From the 1830s until at least the Civil War, and to a lesser degree in the decades beyond, phrenology flourished as a cultural and scientific phenomenon unlike America had ever seen. It was the right science for the right time—a time when an adolescent nation needed grounding, direction, and something to believe in. And it was thanks ultimately to the efforts of one family.9

THE FOWLERS WERE the preeminent proponents of practical phrenology. Their last name was inseparable from the science, and they were either celebrated or reviled, depending on one’s point of view, for spreading the mental philosophy to all corners of society. Millions of Americans knew them, and not just by reputation; many had their head examined by one of the family members or knew someone who sat for a phrenological reading and revelation of mental prowess.

The Fowlers were led by three siblings, all of whom were responsible for making practical phrenology a cultural phenomenon. The eldest sibling, Orson, was born in 1809 and the first to embrace the science. A serious young man and even more serious adult, Orson—or “O. S.” as he was known to family and friends—sported medium-length hair and a bushy beard that made him appear much older. Looking at the world through intense eyes and a tall forehead that signaled his intellect, he was a lofty dreamer, tireless worker, and shrewd entrepreneur who was convinced early on that phrenology was not just a new take on the human mind but something that could transform the world. Treating the science as gospel, he spread a message of salvation to all corners of the country and baptized multitudes into his church of progress.
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Orson Squire Fowler (1809–1887)

Middle sibling Lorenzo, born in 1811, was the most scientifically astute of the family. More personable than his older brother, Lorenzo—or “L. N.”—had kind eyes, an easy smile, a large forehead, and a robust constitution. Like his brother, he sported medium-length hair and a bushy beard that aged him. For both Fowler brothers, who started their advocacy in the 1830s when they were in their early twenties, appearing older gave them a modicum of credibility as serious scientists.
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Lorenzo Niles Fowler (1811–1896)

Third sibling Charlotte was born in 1814 and instrumental to the family’s success. She worked behind the scenes to balance the books, to grow the business, and to ensure that the lectures, writings, and examinations of her brothers happened without issue. Pretty, delicate, and kind, she also appeared matronly when still a young woman. That persona served her well in the long run; after her brothers left the family business around the time of the Civil War, Charlotte took control of the entire operation and had a long, distinguished career as a publisher and reformer.

Also crucial to the growth and success of practical phrenology in the United States were the spouses of the Fowler siblings. Orson’s wife, Eliza, whom he married in 1835, supported his wild scientific dreams, though she remained largely in the background. Lorenzo’s wife, Lydia, whom he married in 1844, was a scientific pioneer in her own right. Studying and promoting phrenology, especially for women and children, she became the second woman to earn a medical degree in the United States and the first female professor of medicine in the country’s history. She and Lorenzo formed the first power couple of phrenology. The other power couple was Charlotte and her husband, Samuel Wells, whom she married in 1845. Together, Charlotte and Samuel created one of the most influential American publishing firms of the mid-nineteenth century.
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Charlotte Fowler (Wells) (1814–1901)

Orson, Lorenzo, and Charlotte, along with Lydia and Samuel, worked shrewdly to make phrenology central to the nation’s consciousness. They did so by delivering thousands of lectures in America’s biggest cities and smallest towns; by examining the heads of an untold number of people and giving them directions on how to create a better version of themselves; by publishing wildly popular books on a host of topics—phrenological and otherwise—and creating one of the most influential periodicals of the day, The American Phrenological Journal; by connecting their ideas with the work of countless other reformers, thereby positioning phrenology as the scientific basis for social change; by showing how their work could explain everything from murder, rape, and insanity to wealth, power, and celebrity or race, gender, God, and more. Along the way, newspapers heralded their work for astonishing “multitudes by the almost unerring accuracy” of their readings; for “exciting inquiry and securing converts” to their science; and for becoming “the best known and most popular speakers and writers upon the human system” anywhere on the planet. “Go WHEREVER the English language is spoken,” Orson boasted in the early 1870s, after having championed phrenology for almost forty years, “and you will not talk long among intelligent persons about O. S. and L. N. Fowler, without hearing some one of them tell of some remarkable phrenological hit made by one of these phrenological brothers on some ancestor or acquaintance of somebody.”10

Beyond championing phrenology’s message of improvement, the Fowlers used the science adeptly to navigate an age-old question that seems to captivate every generation: What makes us who we are, nature or nurture? The question had been debated since ancient Greece and became especially pressing in the Enlightenment amid the rise of empiricism as thinkers grappled over whether our inner being or our environment played the largest role in our development. For many religious believers, the answer was that God created us to be who we are (nature). For others, especially as the era of observational science spread across the Western world, the answer was that people become who they are through their upbringing (nurture). The Fowlers came along and offered practical phrenology as proof that both nature and nurture shape us and are ultimately inseparable. People have natural endowments; they’re born with a particular set of mental faculties. But everyone can change those faculties through hard work, turning their faculties into something new, something better, something stronger. As Orson declared in his magnum opus Human Science, a summary of his life’s work published in 1870, “Nature rewards its improvement with the richest bounty possible to receive.” With this answer to the age-old debate, Americans had a clear, hopeful, scientifically structured path forward.11

Another reason millions of Americans embraced practical phrenology was because the Fowlers tapped into the widespread, long-standing impulse to measure ourselves scientifically. When ordinary Americans visited the Fowlers for a phrenological reading, they came away with a chart that listed their thirty-seven phrenological organs, each one assigned a number ranging from one to seven. Taken together, the numbers constituted a trustworthy map of character, a numerical encapsulation of what lay inside them, which was inaccessible at the time to any medical procedure or psychological probing. The only true way to get inside us, the Fowlers maintained, was through their science. As a result, the piece of paper generated from a phrenology exam often became a prized possession, handed down to children at the end of life. The chart defined people not as a haphazard stream of experience or a ceaseless swing of emotions but as a specific, quantified, scientifically delineated mind, which could grow and improve through concerted effort.12

In point of fact, we do much the same thing today, hoping to measure ourselves scientifically and better know who we are. We take IQ tests to quantify our intelligence, Myers-Briggs and Enneagram tests to categorize our characters, and at-home DNA tests to chart the very fabric of our being. Indeed, when you spit into a tube and mail it to a testing company, you will receive online access to a chart that details your genetic heritage, your health tendencies, your aptitudes, and more. Numbers, charts, and graphs about ourselves, which we pay for willingly and gladly, provide us a measure of identity that points the way forward. The impulse that led millions of Americans to embrace practical phrenology is, ultimately, the same impulse that drives us to acquire data about ourselves today.



DESPITE THE FOWLERS’ incredible success and widespread social, cultural, and scientific influence in the nineteenth century, few people remember them today, the result of the ways we tend to talk about phrenology. In general, phrenology is considered either a punchline about foolish theories of the past or a racist pseudoscience that occupies a lamentable place in our collective history. Both ways of talking about phrenology have validity, but they ultimately gloss over a rich, strange, complicated history that echoes around us to this day.

As a punchline, phrenology appears regularly in popular culture. You’ve no doubt seen remnants of the Fowler empire in the form of an image depicting a person’s head in profile with different areas marked off and labeled. These areas and labels, which people often change to humorous effect, supposedly represent the mind underneath the head in profile. This image is a play on a famous engraving that the Fowlers created and used in numerous publications. Then there’s the phrenological bust, a plaster or porcelain head also with different areas marked off and labeled to show the location of the various phrenological organs. The bust, which was created and popularized in the United States by Lorenzo Fowler, appears regularly in movies, TV shows, cartoons, and scenes designed to portray vaguely medical yet ultimately comical settings.

Case in point, an old episode of The Simpsons (season 7, episode 8, to be precise) includes a wonderful phrenology gag. Sitting in his cavernous office at the nuclear plant, Mr. Burns talks with a couple of FBI agents, who appear to be straight from Dragnet, about a woman he recently saw in the post office. Thirty years prior, Burns believes, this woman (who happens to be Homer Simpson’s long-lost mother) destroyed some of his germ-warfare research.

One of the FBI agents holds up an old wanted poster and asks, “Are you sure this is the woman you saw in the post office?”

“Absolutely!” Burns exclaims. Without missing a beat, he lifts a phrenology bust from under his desk and measures it with an old set of calipers. “Who could forget such a monstrous visage? She has the sloping brow and cranial bumpage of the career criminal.”

Waylon Smithers, Burns’s trusty assistant, then chimes in sheepishly: “Ah, sir, phrenology was dismissed as quackery 160 years ago.”

“Of course you’d say that,” Burns retorts, now using the calipers on Smithers’s head. “You have the brain pan of a stage-coach tilter!”

This scene is part of a running joke about how old Mr. Burns really is. It’s also about our collective scientific gullibility. Science of the past looks silly today, allowing us to wonder smugly how people could have believed such foolishness. They were either dumb or duped, taken in by hucksters who wanted to empty their pockets with dreams of cranial bumps and personal improvement.

But there’s a more troubling way we talk about phrenology today. Even a quick search online will reveal that the Fowlers’ science is the poster child of scientific racism. With phrenology, reports one article, “promoters of anti-Black racism and white supremacy . . . co-opted the authority of science to justify racial inequality.” According to another article, phrenology is the story of “racial characteristics used to motivate policy and cultural shifts that privileged certain whites and oppressed or marginalized peoples of color and other whites.” The ill-gotten goods of these scientific racists, we are told, are now preserved in museums and universities, a shameful part of our past. There’s even an article on the Fowlers specifically with the provocative title, “How Profit and Prejudice Built a Family’s Human Skull Collection.” Then there’s a story in The New York Times about how the Fowlers’ “racially tinged” history prompted one Manhattan restaurant to change its name from Fowler and Wells to Temple Court. The original name came from the fact that the restaurant is located on the site of the Fowlers’ old Phrenological Cabinet; the new name is designed to distance the restaurant from promoters of racial division.13

There is no question that phrenology has a problematic past when it comes to race. Some of its supporters were slaveholders and bigots who used the science to justify the subjugation of people who weren’t white, formulating a racial hierarchy that placed Caucasians at the top, duty-bound to rule over other races for the sake of humanity. But to peg phrenology as only a racist pseudoscience misses the point of an intellectual movement aimed squarely and earnestly at progress, including for people of color. No doubt the movement fell short of its own ideals. No doubt phrenology’s proponents said, wrote, and did things that were abhorrent when it came to other human beings. No doubt the racial imagination of many phrenologists was harmful, and we certainly shouldn’t look to phrenology today for any insights on race, progress, or justice.

But the story of phrenology isn’t just a story of racial subjection; it’s more complicated than that, especially when it comes to the Fowlers. At times both Orson and Lorenzo issued painfully sweeping generalizations about different races (for example, “African skulls are usually thicker than Caucasian” due to lesser brain activity), and they reverted to old racist tropes (for example, Jews are “remarkable first for their love of money”). Yet they adamantly opposed slavery, affirmed the scientific value of race mixing, and argued for the unity of the races at a time when other scientists believed that races had different origins. These contradictions were quite common at the time, and certainly not limited to the Fowlers, which is not to diminish the real problems of their writings. But it’s crucial to understand their ideas in the context of pre–Civil War America and in the matrix of other conceptions of the world then swirling around.14

The Fowlers and their supporters—white and Black—embraced phrenology specifically because it promoted equality and liberation and was a step ahead of other scientific frameworks of the day. Because everyone could improve himself or herself, no matter where he or she started in life, everyone could become a better version of himself or herself. There was real hope in that view, which was why the Fowlers drew together reformers who saw phrenology’s potential to help liberate enslaved people, to advance the place of women in society, to educate all Americans, to abolish the death penalty, to curb the evils of alcohol, to make prisons more humane, and much more. Simply put, applying the label “racist pseudoscience” to phrenology encourages us to gloss over a complicated movement that was ultimately more progressive, even radical, than we typically consider.

Even using the word pseudoscience to discuss phrenology, as often happens, is misleading and ultimately unhelpful. Today, we know that phrenology is not a scientifically accurate characterization of the brain and the mind; neuroscientists at the University of Oxford conclusively proved as much in 2018 using MRI scans. Even in the nineteenth century, many scientists understood the shortcomings with the theory. What’s more, the term pseudoscience was actually coined as a characterization of phrenology. In 1859, the famous physician and man of letters, Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr., sat for a phrenological reading and heard nothing but flattery of his character, which, he concluded, was a big reason people supported it. In an article in The Atlantic prompted by this experience, Holmes proposed the term Pseudo-science as a nomenclature for “a self-adjusting arrangement, by which all positive evidence, or such as favors its doctrines, is admitted, and all negative evidence, or such as tells against it, is excluded.” According to Holmes, phrenologists accepted whatever “data” supported their work and dismissed the mountain of data that proved them wrong.15

Despite Holmes’s insights, and despite what we know today about how the brain works, calling phrenology a pseudoscience doesn’t get us closer to understanding its place in the dynamic world of nineteenth-century America. Proponents of a particular science, especially a new one, refer to themselves as scientists, not pseudoscientists; the term pseudoscience is used only by people who oppose a particular intellectual movement. At the same time, the label obscures the fact that science is always contested, always in the process of refinement, always undergoing revision. In the pre–Civil War decades, phrenology was a legitimate possibility as an accurate science of the mind. There were problems with it, to be sure, as there are with every science (even today); but supporting it was neither foolish nor faddish. In fact, many of the scientists who objected to it at the time did so because their own understanding of the brain and the mind was wrong. For much of human history, and well into the nineteenth century, the brain was considered a singular organ that carried out one function, then another, then another. It was the phrenologists who popularized the theory that the brain comprises multiple organs responsible for doing different things and doing them at the same time. Today, this theory is known as cortical localization, and it remains central to modern neuroscience. Phrenology was an important step forward for our understanding of the brain and the mind, despite the fact that it was ultimately inaccurate.16

THE COMPLICATED STORY of phrenology in America is the story of how the Fowlers popularized a new science, got millions of people excited about it, and built an empire in the process. Indeed, Orson, Lorenzo, and Charlotte, along with their spouses and associates, gave the American people answers about their future at a time when anxious citizens of a fledgling nation desperately needed answers in the form of perhaps the most representative symbol of humanity—the skull. Their message was simple: The secrets of human life could be found in something everyone already had. What was needed was a proper method for getting at it. When they got to what was inside of them, people could turn their personal insights into knowledge of the world around them and purposeful, meaningful progress.

In sharing this message, the Fowlers got their hands on lots of skulls—actual skulls that had once been inside living, breathing human beings. And the more they amassed, the more they opened a new reality to the American people. At the Phrenological Cabinet in New York, the wildly popular tourist destination the siblings created, anyone who stepped through the doors could hold the Fowlers’ skulls and touch the truth of humanity. Feeling the heads of pirates and presidents, savants and savages, Americans could grasp reality in their hands. And for a nominal fee, they could learn the secrets of their own inner being in the examination room at the back of the Cabinet.

With each person who came through the door, with each book they sold, with each lecture they delivered, with each examination they performed, the Fowlers built a business, then a movement, then an empire. Atop a mountain of skulls, they led the adolescent nation through some of the most transformative decades in its history.







CHAPTER ONE

A MEETING OF MINDS







IT WAS A RATHER DEVIOUS PLAN THE STUDENTS HAD CONCOCTED. They would host a mock debate where both sides would prove the same thing—that this new so-called science of phrenology was wrong and foolish. It had been making news across the country recently, but they, members of Amherst College’s Society for Natural History, class of 1834, were no rubes easily taken in by absurd fads. There was more: Not only would the debate expose the farce of phrenology for the entire student body, but the students would have a little fun at the expense of that “tall, grave, sober fellow” who seemed taken by the science. Fowler was his name.1

The question at the center of the Amherst debate was “Is phrenology entitled to the name of science?” One student, Alonzo Gray, agreed to argue the affirmative side. For the negative side, the Society for Natural History had an ace up its sleeve—a student known for his oratorical prowess and incisive wit. The son of the most famous minister in the country, and on his way to becoming perhaps the most famous man in America, he was sure to trounce all over the science and anyone who supported it. His name was Henry Ward Beecher.2

Talented orator that he was, Beecher knew he had to understand phrenology if he was going to tear it apart. So he contacted a publisher in Boston—Marsh, Capen, and Lyon—and acquired a stack of books, immersing himself in silly ideas about heads and bumps.

Then something strange happened. The more Beecher read of phrenology, the more it intrigued him. The more he studied the strange new science, the more sense it made.

When it was time to debate, Beecher delivered a brilliant speech, as he was wont to do, but it wasn’t against phrenology; it was in support of the new science. To the shock of everyone in attendance—except, perhaps, Orson Fowler—he defended phrenology’s basic principles and announced himself a convert. Phrenology may not be fully worked out yet, Beecher maintained, but that day will come.3

After the debate, Beecher cornered Orson and asked if he wanted to borrow his stack of phrenology books. The answer was yes, of course, and the two young men became fast friends. In the days, weeks, and months after the debate, they studied phrenology together, practiced on a model head Beecher had purchased, and even gave phrenological examinations to fellow students. They got so good at these exams that they started charging money for their services. For only two cents, Amherst students could learn the secrets of their character, aptitude, and prospects. One student was found to have very large Locality, large Individuality, and large Form, Size, Constructiveness, and Imitation. “This young gentleman,” Orson later recalled, “was distinguished for his geographical knowledge, having drawn and published several maps.” Other students, who had reputations for egotism and conceit, were found to have Self-Esteem developed “in such a degree as to elongate the head.” Even Beecher, known as a slob who threw his clothes and books across his room “in all directions and in utter confusion,” was found to have Order “almost wholly wanting.”4

With the examinations going so well on campus, Orson and Beecher decided to team up for lectures and demonstrations in towns neighboring Amherst, including Enfield, Belchertown, and Ware. A kind of dynamic phrenological duo, Beecher orated about the science while Orson examined the heads of audience members—for a fee, of course. Apparently, in one lecture alone, the pair received a total of ten dollars, a princely sum for two young college students. With his cut, Beecher spent eighty-five cents on an engagement ring for his girlfriend.5

Orson and Beecher must have been a sight to behold. Though young at the time, both men would have long, influential public careers, shaping American culture through their speaking, writing, and advocacy. Both would also be embroiled in very public sex scandals later in life. While Beecher never became the kind of practical phrenologist that Orson became, the famous preacher remained forever grateful to the new science for unlocking the secrets of humanity. “All my life long,” Beecher recalled in the twilight of his years, “I have been in the habit of using phrenology as that which solves the practical phenomena of life. I regard it as far more useful, practical, and sensible than any other system of mental philosophy which has yet been evolved.” Orson believed the same thing, and he made it his life’s work to convince the American people that practical phrenology was the scientific tool they needed to improve themselves, their families, their communities, and their nation, regardless of where they started life.6

But that was a long way off. In 1832, the promise of phrenology was only partially realized, especially in the United States. Just thirty years old at the time, the science had started across the mighty Atlantic Ocean with a young German man who looked at his classmates and noticed something peculiar.

There’s another kid with those bulging eyes. Eyes like saucers. Cow eyes. And this kid also has a great memory. Why can kids like this memorize long passages so easily? A connection between their wide eyes and their memory? Perhaps.

Franz Joseph Gall never recorded exactly what went through his mind when he first noticed the correlation between kids with saucer eyes and strong memories in grammar school. But their physical features and corresponding mental abilities made a deep impression on him, especially when he noticed them again when he was in medical school. “If memory manifests itself by an external character,” as Gall later recalled his early thinking, “why should not the other faculties have their characters outwardly visible?”7

Perhaps part of his inspiration came from his own outward appearance. Gall was not an attractive man. Balding from an early age, with heavy, pudgy eyes and a small, weak chin, he was a brilliant thinker without much charisma. Fortunately, the science he discovered wedded intelligence to cranial size instead of physical attractiveness. His high, round, robust forehead signaled a man with brains.

[image: images]

Franz Joseph Gall (1758–1828), discoverer of phrenology

Gall was born in 1758 in Germany, and he loved nature from an early age. As a kid he often ventured into the woods, caught animals, and brought them home as pets, which he studied carefully to understand their behavior. Teenage Gall continued his observations at the University of Strasbourg, where he studied the natural world and its many animals, including human beings. The more he progressed through university, the more he felt called to a career in medicine, and in 1781 he moved to the University of Vienna to pursue a medical degree. Particularly excited about the university’s plan to open a new hospital, he couldn’t wait to get his hands on patients, including those in the adjoining mental asylum. When the hospital finally opened in 1784, Gall spent countless hours examining the sick and the broken.8

Graduating with a medical degree in 1785, Gall opted to remain in Vienna, then the center of the Holy Roman Empire, to practice medicine. Sometime over the next several years, although it’s unclear exactly when, he began to develop his new scientific theory in earnest. A pivotal moment came when he met a five-year-old music prodigy named Bianchi.

Bianchi’s parents brought the little girl to Gall so he could help them understand her impressive abilities. Apparently, the five-year-old was able to repeat on the piano any piece of music she heard only once or twice. Even after hearing an entire concerto a couple times, she could play it back flawlessly. The parents were stunned, but they noticed something else: Her amazing ability to recall what she heard applied only to music. When it came to other things—verbal material, for instance—Bianchi had an ordinary memory at best.

Examining Bianchi, Gall thought back to the kids with saucer eyes. Their eyes correlated with strong memory for verbal material. But here was little Bianchi, with no saucer eyes and an incredible memory for music. Could it be that memory is not one faculty but many? That is, could different parts of the brain be responsible for different kinds of memory—one part for verbal material, another for musical material, and maybe others besides? The only way to find out was to collect more data.

That meant observing and examining lots of people. In effect, Gall needed heads—as many as he could get his hands on if his research were to have any scientific validity. So he became a kind of headhunter, at least of the scholarly variety. One way he hunted heads was through his fingers. While he could see the bulging eyes of kids with strong memories for verbal material, he needed to touch the lumps hidden under hats and hair that corresponded with other mental abilities. Playing up the role of kindly physician and staid researcher, he convinced people to let him feel, massage, and gauge their head by running his fingers across their cranium. Taking careful notes on what he felt and what people reported about their character, he continued theorizing about inner nature and outer forms.

In truth, the idea of correlating outward appearance with interior mental abilities had been around for millennia. In ancient Greece, such thinkers as Pythagoras, Hippocrates, and Aristotle proposed a correspondence between appearance and the mind, between what people looked like and how they acted. In the Middle Ages, naturalists pushed the point further by maintaining that people with animal-like characteristics often resembled the animals they mimicked. People with lion-like qualities (courageous leadership, for instance) tended to look like lions, while people with donkey-like dispositions tended to look like donkeys. Or so the theory went.9

The attempt to correlate appearance and character went further in the eighteenth century via the science of physiognomy, a term derived from Greek and meaning “nature” and “to know.” Physiognomy maintained that it was possible to know a person’s nature by the shape, angles, and features of the face. Beginning around 1770, Dutch physician Petrus Camper argued that facial angles corresponded with intelligence. Basically, if you looked at a person in profile, you could map a facial angle that indicated how smart and refined the person was. Draw a right angle connecting the nostril, ear, and top of the head, then draw a straight line from the nose to the forehead. People with large, protruding foreheads have large facial angles and high intelligence, but the lower the facial angle, the lower the intelligence. A person with a facial angle of 80 degrees was brilliant and highly civilized, while a person with a facial angle of 70 degrees was not as smart or as civilized. Unsurprisingly, Camper maintained that white Europeans had facial angles around 80 degrees, while Asians and Africans typically had facial angles of 70 degrees.10

Joining Camper in the promotion of physiognomy during the eighteenth century, and effectively paving the way for Gall, was the Swiss clergyman Johann Caspar Lavater. Lavater’s work in physiognomy proved more popular and wide-reaching than Camper’s, largely because he wrote as a man of the cloth, which put his ideas before broad audiences. He was also keen on communicating science through imagery. His books on physiognomy contained upward of eight hundred illustrations detailing the connection between outward appearance and inner nature. These illustrations equipped people to identify and classify individuals they encountered, knowing whom to avoid and whom to engage, who was shifty and who was trustworthy, all by appearance alone (an idea that was basically just a shortcut to prejudice).11

Gall was thoroughly familiar with physiognomy and the work of Camper and Lavater when he began feeling people’s heads. But he wanted to get at something that the physiognomists did not pursue—namely, the role of the brain in the nexus of appearance and the mind. Gall surmised early on that particular physical traits—bulging eyes, for instance—correlated directly with the shape of
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