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Introduction

In March of 1893, when Carter Harrison was running for a fifth term as mayor of Chicago, the Chicago Evening Post warned that if Harrison were in charge of the city during the upcoming World’s Fair, every criminal in the world would be moving right to town.

“It is the business of crime to know what places are safe,” they wrote. “When a town or city is labeled ‘right,’ murderers, thieves, safe-blowers, highwaymen, pickpockets, and all species of criminals inquire no further. It goes down on their list as a place where they will be insured protection in the prosecution of any nefarious calling in which they may be engaged. For a month every train that entered Chicago has brought recruits. . . . ‘On to Chicago’ is the cry of the criminal army, and on to Chicago that army is marching. Part of it is here already, and if Carter Harrison should be elected Mayor, the city will be given over to plunder.”1

In one of those strange coincidences that can sometimes make history feel like quantum physics, Chicagoans reading the Tribune that morning had already been treated to the first major article about a South Side man who went by the name of H. H. Holmes.

Soon, he would be given titles such as “The Arch-Fiend of the Age” and “The Greatest Criminal of this Expiring Century”2 and would be described as “the most perfect incarnation of abysmal and abnormal wickedness to pass from history into the lurid vagueness of legend.”3 As of March of 1893, he was only thought of as an inventive swindler, but the elements of a story that could grow into a really ripping legend were all in place.

Buried among news about the World’s Fair (and the Tribune’s own condemnations of Harrison), the lengthy article said that Holmes was using hidden rooms and secret passages in his Englewood building to defraud his creditors:

HID IN SECRET ROOMS

Where Dealers Discover Their Missing Furniture

Mr. Holmes Purchases It, Takes It To His World’s Fair Hotel on Sixty-Third Street, and Neglects to Settle — A Search for the Property Leads to the Discovery of Apartments Between Floors and Ceilings In Which Some of the Goods Are Stowed.4

A little over thirty years old, Holmes had been in Chicago for six months, according to the Tribune (though it was really more than six years). A trained doctor and a pharmacist by trade, he would later be described as “a man of medium height, slight build, and a very nervous temperament. He has a habit of winding his fingers together while talking. He has a little black mustache and a pair of cold blue eyes, one of which, like his record, is not straight.”5 No one could possibly write a better description of a classic melodrama villain.

Soon, people would be calling his building “The Holmes Castle” and, decades later, “The Murder Castle.” Though later investigations there failed to turn up much that was particularly damning, an untrained and unqualified new police chief convinced himself—and the newspapers—that he’d discovered a building that would clear up every unsolved crime of the Harrison era. Newspapers went along for the ride, and eventually, Holmes, by then awaiting execution for one single murder, did, too.

By the twenty-first century, Holmes had entered American folklore as the man who built a hotel full of torture chambers to prey on visitors who came to the World’s Fair and may have killed hundreds of people, making him our first and most prolific serial killer. Holmes had already been known as the “king of criminals” before he’d even been formally accused of murder, but now he was a veritable supervillain.

If you trace the story about Holmes day by day, then through the years, you can see how many of the most common tales about him simply grew out of idle gossip in newspapers and police propagating theories that would be promptly dismissed as nonsense. But no one did more to turn the gossip into legend than Holmes himself. The man was, beyond doubt, a pathological liar. He lied to his various wives, to his friends, to his lawyers, to his employees, to detectives, to reporters, and to everyone else, right down to the census man. He lied in his diary.

Many of the stories of him and his “Castle” are pure fiction. The castle never for one day truly functioned as a hotel, and the actual number of World’s Fair tourists he’s suspected of killing there has remained the same since 1895—a single woman, Nannie Williams. The hidden rooms were almost certainly used more for hiding stolen furniture than for destroying bodies. The legend of The Devil in the White City is effectively a new American tall tale—and, like all the best tall tales, it sprang from a kernel of truth.

Holmes’s career and the 1895 investigation into his “castle” is one of the most fascinating chapters in the annals of Victorian crime. There was a diverse cast of characters assembled around Englewood in July and August of 1895. Apart from Holmes’s wife and employees, there were reporters, lawyers, amateur detectives, families of the missing, former castle residents, incompetent police chiefs, shady lawyers, and throngs of the curious. It was a real-life mystery, and everyone tried their hand at figuring out what Holmes had been up to in that building and what had become of the people who had disappeared from the place.

In Philadelphia, where Holmes was awaiting trial, there were daring sleuths, vengeful insurance companies, a fiery district attorney, a rising legal star, mad scientists, and conniving reporters. There was even a bumbling attorney who successfully became Holmes’s lawyer by means of a cheap stunt—and found himself in way over his head.

Elsewhere around the country, there were more swindling victims, former cellmates, relatives of the missing, old classmates, and family members who all had something to say about the man.

And at the center of it all sat H. H. Holmes, a frail little man in a prison cell spinning yarns for the press and sending investigators on wild-goose chases.

His story took place during a wonderful transitional period of history, when society floated between the Old World and the New. The generation who fought the Civil War was slowly drifting out of public life; Holmes was of the generation right after, the Theodore Roosevelt generation that would lead America into the twentieth century. In 1886, when he arrived in suburban Englewood, Illinois, the gaslights were five years old, and electricity was just a few years away. Photographs were common, though the means of reproducing them were not—newspapers published drawings of photos instead of the actual shots. Moving pictures had been invented and would debut publicly while Holmes was in town, but they weren’t yet being used to document news—the first movies shot in Chicago wouldn’t be filmed until the year Holmes died. Sound could now be recorded and reproduced, but phonographs were still far beyond the means of most buyers. A number of businesses now listed a four-digit telephone number in their newspaper ads, but few citizens had phones with which to call them. Trains ran in and out of Englewood constantly, streetcars started operating in the neighborhood while Holmes was there, and he might have even seen an automobile go by on Sixty-Third Street every now and then, but horses were still essential to everyday transportation.

The sort of forensic analysis of human remains that could have convicted him in Chicago was only a couple of years off. Bones were found in Holmes’s cellar, but the current science couldn’t determine whose bones they were, or if they were even human. Yet by the end of the decade, scientists would have been able to figure it out. Holmes’s career and crimes came in the last era of human history when they’d have to remain a mystery, subject to wild speculation and helpless against what the Philadelphia Press called “the lurid vagueness of legend.”

I began researching Holmes when a tour company I worked for asked me to start running tours of sites associated with him. Almost none of the buildings he can be traced to are still standing, and my first tours were simply based on the books about Holmes that were available at the time, most of which told the same basic story of a man who was “born with the devil in (him),” who’d built a castle to kill World’s Fair patrons and sell their skeletons to medical schools, and may have repeated the trick hundreds of times.

To give myself more to talk about between stops, I began poring through microfilm archives of Chicago newspapers, reading the firsthand accounts of investigations into the “Murder Castle” (a term that wouldn’t become common until decades after Holmes died). Right away, I discovered that a major part of the story I thought I knew was wrong: every article I’d read said that the castle burned to the ground in 1895. In truth, there was a fire there that year, but the building was still standing (with the top two floors rebuilt) for more than forty years before it was finally razed, and papers spoke of it frequently in the early twentieth century. An uncropped version of the most common photograph of it even showed a 1930s pickup truck near it.

Separating fact from fiction turned out to be a tremendous task—it soon became apparent that Holmes’s real story was very different from the story that had been told throughout the twentieth century. Nearly all of the Holmes legend as we know it can be traced to two or three tabloid and pulp articles, and thousands of firsthand accounts, articles, witness statements, and legal documents had been sitting unexamined, buried in microfilm reels and boxes of crumbling paperwork.

Sometimes it feels like a treasure hunt. I’ve spent many enjoyable afternoons at the court archives in Chicago, combing through the microfilms indexes and trying to find lawsuits that involved Holmes. It’s tricky, due to his tendency to use aliases; he would often list names of other people as the titular owners of his property, so the data about him could be hidden in lawsuits in the names of peripheral characters in his life.

The Internet, of course, gave me an advantage over many previous Holmes researchers. I had access to full-text searches of books that would have been very hard to find in libraries, including some incredibly rare volumes that turned out to be full of solid primary data. Even after years of searching, it was only after I’d finished the first draft that I stumbled onto what may be the biggest find of Holmes data ever: criminologist Arthur MacDonald’s report on Holmes, which included more than thirty letters about Holmes from former associates, including several classmates, professors, and his first wife. Published using initials in place of proper names and, therefore, hard to find, none of the letters have ever been cited before. These materials provided tremendous insight into Holmes’s background and character.

Much of the best information about Holmes was published in period newspapers, and those have formed the most important sources for everyone who’s written about Holmes, including me. But not every newspaper article is reliable; indeed, no paper is a completely good source for Holmes. The story takes place in several different cities, and no paper had a reporter working in all of them. Hence, some Chicago papers were magnificent sources of info on the “castle” investigation, but terrible in their reports about the trial in Philadelphia. Papers in Philadelphia and New York spoke to Holmes in his cell and covered the trial better than the official transcript, but their reports on the castle are all second- or thirdhand. Boston papers sent reporters to interview his family and old neighbors around New England but provided little info of use on Holmes’s current situation.

I believe that it’s important to stick primarily with papers that had a reporter on the ground for the story they were reporting—Chicago papers for things that happened in Chicago, Philadelphia papers for things that happened there, etc. Out-of-town papers would often cover it when a story went around that a skeleton articulator said he’d purchased bodies from Holmes, but most didn’t bother to announce that Chicago reporters had found that the man’s story didn’t hold up. In any case, I have tried to include any data that I felt was of real value, as well as less reliable data that became an important part of the legend. Anytime I quote a source that I feel is questionable, I’ve flagged it.

The rise of digitization has made this research far easier, but being in Chicago was still essential to my research. Many of the best Chicago newspapers from the Holmes era have never been digitized and can only be accessed on microfilm. I couldn’t have found the boxes and boxes of crumbling old legal papers elsewhere, either.

I was able to access some rare and important materials in St. Louis and Washington, D.C., as well, but time and budget didn’t permit me to dig everywhere I would have liked. Probate and lawsuit records in Texas probably have some excellent information about a few of Holmes’s victims and on his dealings in Fort Worth. Microfilmed papers in other cities are probably full of treasures, as well. There may even still be some “grewsome clews” (as newspapers of the day spelled those words) out there someplace.

For instance, what happened to the trunk full of bones and other relics that the Chicago police put into storage?

What about the evidence that the Philadelphia district attorney gathered?

Or the stack of letters and artifacts that an amateur detective collected?

Or the letter Holmes wrote to the police chief in Chicago on the eve of his execution?

Or the other 170+ letters Dr. MacDonald claimed to have collected?

Or the photographs of Holmes and his victims that are once known to have existed but now survive only in the form of drawings of them made by newspapers?

Or the manuscript of his autobiography, which may have been wildly different from the printed version?

There’s a lot of mystery left to be solved here, and finishing this book doesn’t mark the end of my search. I’ll post any updates on my blog at MysteriousChicago.com.

See you at the library!

Adam Selzer
Fall 2016
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Chapter One

Mudgett

Herman never did anything wrong; he never had to be scolded for not doing as he was told, nor for playing pranks . . . I never knew him to torment anyone, especially animals. Some boys, you know, like to torment kittens and sometimes they are very cruel to them, but Herman was too tender-hearted for anything like that.

—Theodate Mudgett, Holmes’s mother1

“I tell you,” one Chicago doctor chuckled in 1890, “The starched and ramrod-y medical college professors of today would have opened their eyes in the early sixties . . . Cadavers were frightfully scarce. The hospitals were very small and awfully unaccommodating, and, anyway, people were not dying just then with any praiseworthy rapidity; probably they were too busy or doctors were not thick enough. Science could not be allowed to suffer, [so] I was perforce compelled to become a bold and burking resurrectionist. I made weekly or even more frequent visits to the cemetery.”2

For medical students in those days, becoming a “resurrectionist”—a fancy name for “grave robber”—was a rite of passage. All medical schools had learned that they couldn’t train new doctors without cadavers, and the services of “professional subject” gatherers who would dig up freshly buried bodies didn’t come cheap—doing your own digging showed a bit of school pride.

But as it became known that every medical school was either robbing graves or hiring men to do it for them, doctors were often eyed with suspicion and scorn by the community, and medical schools came to have a reputation a little beneath that of brothels and whiskey bars. The 1846 epitaph of Ruth Sprague, who died in Hoosick Falls at the age of nine, illustrates the sentiment of the day:

Her body dissected by fiendish men,

Her bones anatomized

Her soul, we trust, has risen to God,

Where few physicians rise.3

That these “fiendish men” were only trying to further their medical knowledge, and couldn’t do so any other way, was seldom thought of. In Chicago in the 1850s, the city sexton (cemetery manager) was caught assisting a school in obtaining the body of a man who had recently died after his leg was amputated;4 one doctor wrote a letter to the Chicago Tribune, pointing out that if the doctor who performed the amputation had had more bodies to practice on, the man might not have died in the first place.

But such arguments held little sway, especially among country people. It was in this world that Dr. Nahum Wight operated in Gilmanton, New Hampshire. Wight was a “demonstrator,” a word for professors of anatomy, and as early as 1846, he was said to possess a collection of “many valuable preparations in both healthy and morbid anatomy.”5 According to an obituary published by the New Hampshire Medical Society, “For several years [Dr. Wight] maintained a dissection room for the benefit of his students and himself, when such an enterprise was made difficult and sometimes perilous by prejudice, and the law by which one might be sent to the state prison for having in possession a dead human body. He defended human dissection, and taught the public its necessity.”6

Wight used to take in medical students as apprentices to live and study with him. One of his live-in students, Reuben Price, later joined the First New Hampshire Heavy Artillery during the Civil War and surely used what he’d learned from Dr. Wight in his capacity as assistant surgeon to the unit. He didn’t go home to New Hampshire much in the years after the war, but when he did, perhaps he told stories of battlefield amputations to his young nephew, Herman Webster Mudgett, the future H. H. Holmes.

In his 1895 autobiography, Holmes/Mudgett spoke of the doctor’s office in his small New Hampshire hometown as a place that frightened him as a child, partly because of associating it with “nauseous mixtures that had been my childhood terrors,” and partly because of stories other boys told him about terrifying things that could be found inside of the office. One day, two older boys dragged young Herman through the doors of the office until he was face-to-face with a grinning skeleton. It had its arms outstretched, as if it were about to grab him. But as terrified as he was, something in the skeleton fascinated him, and this fascination grew into an adult desire to study medicine.7

Holmes may have been making the story up, but that’s the way he told it in 1895, when he sat in a prison cell to write Holmes’ Own Story, an autobiography that begins by inviting the reader to “Come with me, if you will, to a tiny, quiet New England village, nestling among the picturesquely rugged hills of New Hampshire. This little hamlet has for over a century been known as Gilmanton Academy . . . Here, in the year 1861, I, Herman W. Mudgett, the author of these pages, was born.”8

The book has little value as literature and is of questionable value as a source on Holmes. There’s strong evidence that large chunks of the book are complete fictions written by a ghost-writer without Holmes’s permission, and it’s likely that even the parts Holmes did write were heavily punched up to make them more readable. And even if one believed that he wrote it all himself, it’s well established that he was a chronic liar, and nothing he wrote should be taken as absolutely factual. In fact, we see evidence of his casual relationship with the truth in some of his earliest official records: his 1870 census lists him, correctly, as nine years old. In 1880, however, the still-teenaged Mudgett told the census man that he was twenty-three.

However, the skeleton story seems to have a ring of truth to it and might even be too good a story for Holmes to have come up with on his own (for all his lies, coming up with compelling fiction was not one of his greater skills). The office probably would have been that of Dr. Wight, and it’s quite possible that a skeleton was hardly the most terrifying thing to be found there. What’s most strange is that Holmes left out a particularly important detail: as a teenager, he would study under Wight himself, just as his uncle had, and would later refer to the elderly demonstrator as his best friend.

Herman W. Mudgett (who will be referred to primarily as “Holmes” throughout this book) was born to Mr. Levi Mudgett, a housepainter and later postmaster, and Theodate Mudgett, in Gilmanton, New Hampshire, in 1861. They lived in the shadow of the Gilmanton Academy, an excellent school that young Herman eventually attended. If his parents were anything other than upright, respectable citizens, no one at the time wrote it down. One neighbor, a minister’s son, remembered that “Holmes and parents were frequently attendants upon my father’s preaching . . . His people were very upright, God-fearing citizens, living in a quiet, secluded section of the country. There is no trace or taint of immorality or vice in the family history for at least three generations of which I have any knowledge.”9

By all accounts, Holmes’s childhood was almost entirely normal, with only a few incidents he later felt were worth recording, and even fewer that are worth repeating.

One of the few memorable stories he told was that of an itinerant photographer coming to town in the late 1860s. Holmes claimed that he offered to work as an errand boy in exchange for having his own picture taken and put in several days of work. One day, he opened the door and found the artist removing his artificial leg. Never having known that such things existed, the young boy was terrified. “Had he next proceeded to remove his head in the same mysterious way I should not have been further surprised,”10 Holmes wrote. The photographer took young Herman’s picture minutes later, and, though he no longer possessed a copy in 1895, he could still remember “the thin terror-stricken face of that bare footed, home-spun clad boy.”

In 1894, when Boston papers first sent reporters to interview members of the Mudgett family and their neighbors, none of them had a single unkind word to say about Levi or Theodate—and hardly anyone had a cruel word for Herman himself, for that matter. Everyone remembered him as a good student and a fairly agreeable, if unremarkable, young man. His mother, even after his arrest, told a Boston Journal reporter that “Herman was such a good little child. He was very pretty and loving and I used to call him my little blue-eyed baby.”11 The preacher’s son described Holmes as “a quiet, studious, faithful lad, with refined tastes, not caring to join to any extent in the rude and rough games of his companions at school, and easily standing as the first scholar in his class. He was a general favorite with the mothers in that community, because he was a well behaved lad.”12 Andrew Mason, a schoolmate from Gilmanton, remembered him as “the mildest tempered, most inoffensive man” he ever met.13

Others weren’t quite as generous. Ira Pennock, a cobbler, remembered that “Herman was a hard worker, but still there was something about him I didn’t like. He went to church and all that, but still . . . Herman was too fond of money.” He recalled a time when Herman had stolen 43 cents from his vest pocket when they were working together, another when he tried to get paid twice for sawing wood for the minister, and yet another when Herman swore he’d mailed the payment for fixing a pair of his shoes, though the payment never came.14 Holmes was also remembered by one neighbor as “a boy easily influenced” who “did not appear to be well grounded in firm principles, notwithstanding his excellent home training and instruction.”15

A clerk in the local post office, Clara Bean, told a reporter that “He was never rude to girls, unlike most boys. But he did like money . . . my father always said he was just like his grandfather.”16 The grandfather, Moses Price, was known in town as a tight-fisted miser. Some later stories even suggested a streak of insanity (Holmes himself said so), though there’s little to suggest a history of mental instability in the family.17

There is, almost inevitably, at least one account from a neighbor that Herman was something of a loner: “He always seemed to be by himself,” said Mrs. Betsy Hoadley, a neighbor. “I know that instead of playing with the other boys he would wander off alone on long walks. He never was much of a favorite with the other boys, and they did not understand him. He seemed to be very secretive, lived within himself, and altogether he was a good deal of an enigma. He was too arrogant and domineering to be popular with children. Grown people liked him because he was so polite, but they could not by any means fathom him.”18

An unnamed source told the Boston Journal in 1894 that as a boy, Holmes “had quick and nervous ways, eyes which never looked one squarely in the face and a smooth and easy way with him.”19 Time and again in his life, people would note that Holmes never seemed to look anyone in the face. Two doctors later confirmed that this was a medical condition: his left eye was afflicted with strabismus (a formal term for the more common “cross-eyed” or “wall-eyed”).20 Strabismus can create difficulties in making eye contact, and this can naturally lead to social difficulties, and even to psychological problems.21 Modern studies show that there are still social biases against strabismic children,22 and these biases would have been far more pronounced in a nineteenth-century rural town. Though it’s impossible to diagnose Holmes psychologically today, it’s not hard to imagine the mental issues that could result from people so frequently perceiving him as being dishonest from his inability to look them in the eye. And they certainly did; when asked for horror stories about him following his arrest, witness after witness would cite the fact that Holmes never looked them in the eye as evidence that he was a criminal. Even if it didn’t lead to any real psychological issues, learning to make people trust him when they were inclined not to would have been an important skill for the young man to learn, and it would have been an important tool in his career as a con artist.

When stories of Holmes as a criminal circulated a decade after he left town, people in New Hampshire did begin to speak of old stories of unexpected deaths in their community, such as the death of one Mr. Beck, who died in London, New Hampshire. Beck, who had married the widow of one of Holmes’s uncles some time before, was found in his house, dead of an apparent suicide with a rope around his neck and his legs bent under him. Rumors in the 1890s said that even back in the 1870s, people were saying that it had been a murder and that teenage Herman was the killer. Levi Mudgett was disturbed enough by the stories to write the Boston Journal a letter stating that murder was never officially suspected and that the date in the rumors was completely wrong; Beck had died around 1874, some years earlier than the rumors.23 These neighbors were remembering young Mudgett and the old stories only after papers started calling Holmes the world’s greatest criminal, which probably affected their memory a bit.

Overall, Holmes’s childhood wasn’t particularly marked by the habits of a chronic liar, and outside of stray anecdotes, rumors, and tales of petty crimes, there’s little to suggest that he was on the path toward becoming “the arch fiend of the age.” But it does seem that his romantic and matrimonial misadventures may have begun early, with a teenage marriage that may have been performed in secret.

Clara

Holmes would consider himself “married” to three women in his life, so far as is known, and there’s also some evidence that at least two other women believed themselves to be his wife for brief periods before their disappearance. But only the first marriage, which was never dissolved, could have been counted as legal.

By some accounts, he was engaged to be married once at the age of fourteen, after the death of his grandfather left him the heir to a small piece of land. Now thinking of himself as a man of means, he became enamored of a young New York girl who’d been sent to the country by her parents and was boarding at cobbler Ira Pennock’s house. He proposed marriage to her, and was rumored to have been accepted, but Pennock cut off the affair by sending the girl back to New York. Marriage to a fourteen-year-old local boy was probably not the country experience her parents had in mind.24

By Holmes’s own account, he was working odd jobs and teaching school at the age of sixteen when he fell in love with Clara A. Lovering of London, New Hampshire. Clara seems to have been well-liked and respected, though descriptions of what she was like as a person don’t go far beyond typical Victorian compliments. A neighbor told the Boston Journal that Clara was “a very pretty little woman when she was first married and was very devoted to her husband. She was of a modest and retiring disposition.”25 Madison Nutter, a coworker on a farm where Holmes was employed for a time, said almost the same thing: “She was a very pleasant little woman, no one could help liking her, and you could see that she thought a great deal of Herman.”26

In a letter she later wrote about her husband’s background, Clara comes off as literate, intelligent, and well-spoken, though it provides little insight into what she saw in the young man.27 “I always felt that he was pleasant in disposition, tender-hearted, much more so than people in general,” she wrote. “He was of a very determined mind, at the same time quite considerate of others’ comfort and welfare.”28

A Boston Herald article from 1894 cited Clara herself as a source when it claimed that Holmes met her while working on her father’s farm,29 but in other accounts, he had known Clara for years. They became a couple, in a version of the story told by an old schoolmate, at a church sociable. Clara had been flirting heavily with another boy, and Holmes became jealous. He called the young man to an open space in the church and announced that if he did not desist from paying attention to Clara, there would be trouble. Scared, and assured that Herman Mudgett was not a boy to mess with, the young man left the sociable early, and Herman escorted Clara home with her hand on his arm.

Herman was telling friends that he was engaged as early as the next day. For the next fifteen months, he was a constant presence at the Lovering home, helping Clara with her studies and reading to her.30 On July 4, 1878, the two seventeen-year-olds were married by a justice of the peace.

By one account, the marriage was kept a secret from their parents at first, and the couple lived apart; Clara with her parents, and Herman on the farm where he was working a few miles outside of town.31 “We had a good deal of fun at Herman’s expense that summer on account of his being married,” remembered Madison Nutter. “He took it in good part, however, and never took offense at anything we said.”32

When the marriage was finally disclosed to the parents, Holmes’s mother is said to have said, “She couldn’t have done much worse, and she will probably have to support you.” Clara’s relatives were not wild about the early marriage, either, but set Holmes up to work as a clerk in her uncle A. B. Young’s grocery store in East Concord. He was working there when Clara gave birth to their son, Robert.

Laura Young, the owner’s daughter and Clara’s cousin, recalled that her father couldn’t pay Holmes enough to enable him to keep house with Clara, so she continued to live with her parents for some time. Holmes would walk nine miles every Saturday night to spend Sunday with her and walk back on Monday morning. Everyone, including Clara, told him not to, but he insisted. “He thought a great deal of her,” said Young in 1895, after it was revealed that Holmes had married other women, as well, “and I do not believe he has married any of these other women since because he loved them. I shall always believe that it was only money and that Clara was the only woman whom he ever married for love.”33

Young liked Holmes well enough. She, too, noted that he was very secretive but found the key to his confidence: “If you praised him a little,” she said, “told him how bright and brilliant he was, what a mark he could easily make in the world, he would open his whole heart.”34

The compliments may have worked too well. Herman regularly told the Youngs that he was “altogether too bright for the life of a country store keeper,”35 and he decided that he wanted to study medicine, telling Laura stories about the great fortunes physicians could make, especially if they invented some form of patent medicine.

Perhaps it really was being thrown into a doctor’s office to see the skeleton that sparked his interest, perhaps his uncle Reuben had told him fascinating stories about his time as an army surgeon and his apprenticeship with Dr. Wight, or perhaps he merely saw medicine as a precursor to getting rich as a snake oil salesman, but young Holmes quit the store, went home to Gilmanton, and began to study medicine with Dr. Wight.36

Nearly twenty years later, Holmes would say that Dr. Wight had been his best friend,37 though Wight was more than fifty years his senior. Holmes was one of more than forty students Wight mentored over the years; he certainly would have worked on human dissections with him and may have even worked to acquire bodies himself.38 Certainly, he would have seen some of Wight’s “morbid anatomical preparations.” None of this would have been far outside of the ordinary for a medical apprentice at the time, though it’s possible that most country doctors who took on apprentices weren’t as bullish on human dissection as Wight. Still, when Holmes wrote his autobiography nearly twenty years later, the only story about Dr. Wight he chose to tell was of being pushed into his office as a boy.

After a year of apprenticeship, Holmes spent a term studying medicine more formally at Burlington, Vermont, where he would be remembered as a very ordinary student, only dimly recalled by any remaining faculty a decade or so later. While at Burlington, he roomed at the home of Mrs. Thomas Brew on Colchester Avenue, where his roommate was Fred Ingalls, another former pupil of Dr. Wight. The two did not get on well; Holmes asked his roommate not to tell anyone that he was married, and Ingalls agreed on the condition that Holmes conduct himself like a married man, not chase other women around. But when Holmes began flirting with Mrs. Brew’s daughter, to such an extent that people began to think they would soon be engaged, Ingalls blew his cover, straining relations between the two men.39

But the biggest fight between them, according to Mrs. Brew, occurred when Ingalls used some of Holmes’s mustache wax without permission, resulting in a scuffle in which “the Gilmanton boy cleaned up the room with his companion from Canterbury,” leaving Ingalls “a hard looking object, his eyes being black and his face scratched.”40 This battle over mustache wax may be the most delightfully Victorian bout of fisticuffs ever recorded.

Holmes’s time at the boardinghouse also inspired a bit of mystery: every morning he would wake up early to have a glass of wine with an elderly widow who had no other friends in the neighborhood. No one knew why he did it, though most assumed Holmes must have been after her money. Mrs. Brew also noted that he was “fairly wild over chemistry . . . all the time experimenting with liquids in his room, mixing up this one with that and littering the room with his concoctions.”41

Having enlisted a private tutor after finding the chemistry department at Burlington lacking, he turned his room into a lab, with a stock of test tubes and unlabeled fluids that Mrs. Brew was convinced would kill them all. “He was pretty fortunate,” she said, “for although I was afraid he would do some damage . . . he never had any mishap. He used to say he knew what he was doing and that we need not worry about him. After he left, we found a big bottle of shingle nails in his closet. There must have been as much as three pounds. I never knew what he used them for.”42

Mrs. Brew also recalled that Holmes seemed particularly eager to work on dissecting bodies at Burlington and told stories of his work on them around the boardinghouse. On one memorable occasion, he even brought some work home with him. Ingalls came downstairs looking pale.

“What is the trouble?” Mrs. Brew asked.

“Oh, nothing, only I could not sleep a wink,” Ingalls replied.

Upon going upstairs to sweep later, Mrs. Brew noticed a foul stench in Holmes’s room emanating from a “dark object” under the bed. Using the broom, she swept the object out and found that it was a dead baby. He was sternly told not to do such things again, and Mrs. Brew said it was weeks before she recovered enough to sweep the room again. She still shuddered when relating the incident to a reporter thirteen years later.43

Coming as late as it did, these reminiscences given to a Boston reporter will seem to be of shaky reliability to historians. But so far as can be seen, she (and, therefore, the Boston Globe) seems to be a reliable source. Records from 1882 confirm that F. W. Ingalls of Canterbury, N.H., was at Burlington with Holmes that year and that he had also studied under Dr. Wight.44

In order to make money in Vermont, Holmes took out ads in the Burlington Free Press offering to teach shorthand writing, but apparently the classes were not a success. Indeed, as there’s nothing else to indicate that Holmes even knew shorthand to begin with, the whole thing may have been a swindle.45 Having run out of money after one term, Holmes halted his studies to teach school briefly at Lower Gilmanton. Clara remembered that he “was very successful—as much so as teachers in general,”46 but most others remembered his tenure there slightly differently. One boy named Winnie Shannon, the superintendent’s son, still remembered Holmes giving him his first and only whipping a decade later, and the girls thought of him as “a regular brute,”47 though his “spare the rod and spoil the child” attitude was certainly not atypical of teachers at the time.

One particular incident from this time period later stood out to one source: Holmes had continued to study medical books in the evenings and even visited patients with one Dr. Gray. One night, Dr. Gray had to amputate part of a man’s frozen foot, and Holmes, never squeamish, and now a veteran of scholarship under Dr. Wight, persuaded Dr. Gray to let him keep the foot and took it to show his pupils the next day. When class began, he produced the foot and began to lecture the students about its anatomical features. Though the farm children who were his pupils were certainly used to seeing mutilated bodies of animals, this was too much. The horrified children told their mothers, and it would have probably been the end of his teaching career, if he’d planned to go on at all.48

But the foot story is probably not true. Though cited in an 1895 Boston Globe article that gives a good deal of verifiable information from named sources, this particular story was given without attribution, and no other reporter who visited Gilmanton seems to have heard it. Days after the story was published, the superintendent of the school at the time, E. H. Shannon, vehemently denied it. “That story in The Globe about Herman Mudgett showing a part of a human foot to his pupils when he was a teacher in the Gilmanton schools is a mistake,” he said to a reporter. “I believe in giving the devil his due, but I certainly should have known of it had any such occurrence taken place.” Shannon had initially rejected the young man’s application to teach in the first place, sending the applicant into a fit of tears. Herman had sought, and found, the support of several influential citizens and pleaded his poverty, his ambition to go to medical school, and the fact that he had a wife and infant son to support as part of his pleading for a job. Shannon agreed to give him a chance and heard many complaints about Mudgett throughout the winter term but nothing about bringing in a human foot.49

When the annual town report gave a rather mixed review of his performance (particularly his ability to maintain discipline until the final weeks), Holmes was furious and wrote a ten-page letter to Shannon, saying that he would “get even with him sometime.”50

His teaching career seemingly over, Holmes went to Ann Arbor to study at the University of Michigan in 1882, accompanied by Clara and baby Robert. But their marriage was already on rocky ground. Some accounts have it that Holmes’s sister, Helen, and his mother were pressuring Holmes to leave Clara. Laura Young, Clara’s sister, concurred on this point: “The sister,” said Young, “used to say that Clara was not bright enough, was not refined enough for Herman. This was after she had paid for his education and supported him while in college. Then she was not refined enough.”51

Even before leaving, Holmes seems to have had second thoughts about the marriage. In his days as a store clerk, he’d told Laura that being married would likely prevent him from rising as far in the world as he would have otherwise and that he thought that he and Clara would not get on together very well. He insisted that there was no trouble between them, but he didn’t expect that married life would be happy.52

In Ann Arbor, the young family lived in a rooming house along with other students and their families, and Clara supported her husband and child by working as a dressmaker. Of Clara, one roommate recalled “[She] was a very pleasant woman and willing to make any sacrifice that she might help [Holmes] along in his course. She finally went out to work and gave him her earnings. She was subject to convulsions of some kind, and while at work he gave her such quantities of bromide that her face broke out very badly. Everyone thought it was too bad for her.”53

Another roommate said the Mudgetts quarreled frequently and that Clara was sometimes seen around the rooming house with black eyes. Divorce was still very uncommon and a massive social stigma for women in those days, but at some point, Clara decided that she’d had enough. She left her husband and went home, ready to live apart from him indefinitely. More than a decade later, she wrote that “I returned to New Hampshire the spring before he was to graduate, and have known very little of him since.”54

Clara and young Robert went to live with Levi and Theodate, then moved to Tilton, New Hampshire, where she again worked as a dressmaker. Holmes would see her again sporadically, but in his mind, he had already left her behind.

Laura Young later stated that Clara had moved out on her father’s advice, and she was glad that she had. “If Clara had followed Herman and went west and followed Herman after he left her,” she said, “that we never should have heard of her again. I think that he would have killed her as soon as she commenced to be in his way.”55

Bright College Days

By January 1881, H. W. Mudgett was listed in the University Palladium of the University of Michigan as one of several medical students residing in a house at 15 Cemetery Street.56 He listed Michigan as his home state, probably as a ruse to get out of paying out-of-state student fees, though he also listed Dr. N. Wight as his preceptor,57 showing how little fact-checking he was subject to in those days. He was always hard up for money, to the point that one classmate called him “miserably poor.”58

For medical students to reside on a street with such a name, conveniently located near the entrance to Forest Hill cemetery, would have been easy fodder for humorists. Holmes later denied having participated in any grave robbing. In Holmes’ Own Story, he said “The limits of this book will not allow me to write the many quaint and some ghastly experiences of our medical education . . . suffice it to say, that they stopped far short of desecration of country graveyards, as has been repeatedly charged, as it is a well-known fact that in the State of Michigan all the material necessary for dissection work is legitimately supplied by the state.”

The Michigan schools were generally supplied in those days with bodies bound for paupers’ fields; many states had laws specifying that such bodies would first be given over to the medical schools. But these laws seldom stopped grave robbing. Schools sometimes needed more than the government provided, and, anyway, cadavers were simply too valuable in cities where the laws weren’t in effect, so grave robbers continued to pilfer local cemeteries in order to ship the bodies elsewhere.

Holmes, by the accounts of nearly everyone who knew him there, certainly seems to have enjoyed dissecting bodies, to a degree that made even other medical students take note. John Madden, a fellow student, wrote that “He seemed to take a good deal of pleasure in the uncanny things of the dissecting room. One afternoon’s conversation I remember distinctly. He talked a great deal about what he had done in the dissecting room with, what appeared to me at the time, unnecessary gusto, and told me that the professor of anatomy was to permit him to take the body of an infant home with him for dissection during the spring vacation, which was to begin the following day. I asked where he would find a place to carry on his work without offending his neighbors, and he replied with something to the effect that he ‘would find a place.’”59 Similarly, a classmate who once shared a cadaver with Holmes recalled that “Once in the dissecting room I remember that he appropriated the foot of a child cadaver, taking it away for his own use.”60

A. E. Coy, another colleague, also remembered Holmes’s comfort with corpses. “He found employment in the service of William J. Herdman, demonstrator of anatomy at the school. In that way he spent much of his time in the dissecting rooms . . . and I believe he had the keys.”61

Holmes, in fact, ended up sleeping at the home of Dr. Herdman for a time.62 In the professor’s employment, beyond hitching up the horse for whatever the doctor’s night errands were, and stabling it afterward, he assisted in Herdman’s private dissecting room and in the preparations of bodies received for the rooms. He had charge of the cloakroom, looking after students’ clothing, and renting out drawers for their dissection tools and other supplies.

Herdman had been instrumental in pushing through the new law that provided the school with bodies and had been reasonably open about his associations with “resurrectionists” as late as 1880.63 He may well have still been at work with them now and then in 1882 and may have even had Holmes, given his previous experience with noted dissection advocate Dr. Wight, helping him out. One classmate said that Holmes always went along with Dr. Herdman on his “night trips,”64 and another even claimed that “his life was somewhat suspicious, and he was supposed to be getting bodies for the anatomical department in some mysterious way. He gave me a hint of this in a conversation I had with him. He told me he did not intend to practice medicine, but wanted a medical education to help him in his business.”65

Dr. Madden described the young Holmes as “mild-mannered,” a below-average student who spoke in a “halting, uncertain manner when asked questions during quizzes. He was not notably religious, but attended YMCA meetings and once sided with a clerical student who objected to a professor’s admiration of the heretical Thomas Paine.”66 Interestingly, a decade or so later, when asked if he belonged to any religious denomination, Holmes reportedly said, “No, I am a believer in the teachings of Tom Paine and Ingersoll.”67

Opinions differ as to how good of a student young Holmes was, though most say he was below-average, and one professor voted against his graduation.68 Some even believed that the professors only graduated him out of pity. One student said that “he was distinctly what might be termed ‘dumb.’ He was slow to grasp ideas and not at all ready in reasoning.” Another said he was “rather plodding and perhaps below mediocre.” One of his female classmates, though, recalled his “almost rapt attention to detail in class work, both theoretical and practical.”69

She added that “in spite of the rather attractive physiognomy,” he inspired in her “a personal feeling of repugnance, which I did not understand until his beard was shaved at one time. As I always judge a man by his mouth (as a correcting characteristic feature), I no longer wondered at the instinctive distrust.”70

One classmate who went on to become an alienist (psychologist) did note, after Holmes’s crimes, that “in light of the experience I have had in seeing a large number of insane and defective people, I cannot now recall anything about [him] that would warrant me in saying that he was peculiar, degenerate, defective, or insane.”

Under no circumstances does Holmes seem to have been particularly popular. One student even recalls that he had a “peculiar odor,” for which some students gave him the nickname of “Smegma,”71 and several thought of him as tricky and dishonest. One called him “a bigot and a fellow of so little consequence that it was not worth one’s while to pay any attention to him so long as he kept to himself.”72 Most, though simply found him sullen and aloof, with many acquaintances but no close friends.

“Even now,” said one classmate, “I can see him sitting at the lower, dark end of the long table, saying but little and laughing seldom. He was of a remarkably taciturn disposition, apparently very indifferent to his surroundings, coldly methodical, unresponsive to humor, and very brief in his statements.”73

Toward the end of Holmes’s time in school, it was traditional for classmates to write “prophecies” for one another, and Madden jokingly predicted of Mudgett that “unlike George Washington, no widow shall find favor in his eyes. After being charged with innumerable Don Juan escapades for which he is not responsible, he will retire to write a book on the ‘Oppression of Man.’ This book will make women very unpopular.”74

Holmes would later state more than once that it was in college that he and his friends first hit on the idea to fake someone’s death and use a substitute body to defraud an insurance company. Having the keys to the anatomy rooms, procuring a body would not have been difficult, but Holmes never claimed to have attempted it at that time, only that it was an idea he and some colleagues had cooked up in their “hungry college days.” But his own version of his life and crimes would frequently change, as he wrote confession after confession with a new version of his past. In most versions of this particular story, the friend Holmes dreamed it up with was a Canadian named Robert Leacock. At least one student, Dr. J. W. Denison, confirmed that he’d seen Holmes in Leacock’s room frequently.75 Leacock, though, died a few years after graduation and wasn’t around to contradict the story by the time Holmes told it. It’s quite likely that Holmes picked him as the accomplice simply because he was the one student who couldn’t deny the story.

All later rumors aside, Holmes’s time in Ann Arbor was not without scandal, and Madden’s joke about “Don Juan escapades” didn’t come from nowhere. Though he’s not known to have ever been involved with any of his female classmates (there were several), in March 1884, the biweekly Chronicle published by students of the University noted that “In the Ann Arbor Democrat of yesterday’s issue there appeared an article giving the reputed history of most unwarranted behavior on the part of H. W. Mudgett, of the senior class. Severe charges are made against him, which have until now been floating in the air about the Medical building. There are always two sides to a question, and Mr. Mudgett will have an opportunity of defending himself before the Medical Faculty, which meets this evening. We understand he makes a most emphatic denial.”76

The 1884 issues of the Ann Arbor Democrat do not seem to survive, so the details of these accusations are not completely clear. Holmes seemed so indifferent to women that Madden was shocked to hear him refer to having a wife. “There must have been some story current connecting Holmes with women during his University life,” he later said. “I have a hazy remembrance of his being charged with some irregular conduct of the kind, and of his making a stout denial.”77

Coy remembered the incident, as well: “[Holmes] was such a conservative sort of fellow that we were all greatly surprised when he got into a serious scrape in which a woman figured,” he noted. “He managed to get out of the difficulty, however, and graduated.”78

The case was a breach of promise, the sort of charges one seldom hears in this day and age, when promising to marry someone is less likely to work as a means of seduction.79 Holmes, though still married, had been courting a hairdresser named Mrs. Fitch, described by one professor as a “grass widow,”80 in whose boardinghouse he resided at the time. He had promised to marry her (presumably to get her into bed), but then she found a letter he was writing to Clara. Finding that she’d been deceived, Mrs. Fitch went before the faculty, claiming breach of promise, and produced letters to proposing marriage to her signed in his name. Holmes produced handwriting specimens of his own that didn’t seem to match.81

A professor (most likely Professor Herdman) later said that “the stories that she told, had they been confirmed, would have prevented him from graduating.”82 Herdman defended him before the faculty, having been assured by both Holmes and his friends that the stories were lies. Holmes was acquitted. One colleague said that “We, boylike, believed poor Herman was being sinned against . . . his bearing so little resembled that of one who sought the company of women that we regarded the incident as a great joke.”83

However, on the afternoon of graduation, Holmes walked up to Herdman, diploma in hand, and said, “Doctor, those things are true that that woman said about me.”84

“It was,” Herdman later wrote, “the first positive evidence I had received up until that time that the fellow was a scoundrel, and I told him so at that time. I subsequently learned, however, that he had made two attempts to enter my house in the character of a burglar, and also that he had, while occupying a room in a portion of my house, attempted to force a drawer in my library in which I had been in the habit of keeping some valuables.”85

Both Coy and Madden remembered that Holmes had claimed, upon graduating in 1884, that he intended to do medical missionary work in Zululand. Despite his most recent encounter with Herdman, three months after graduation, he wrote to the professor for a recommendation in getting an appointment as an African missionary.86 Herdman declined and stated later that “this, I am satisfied, he did simply from the spirit of devilishness, and not that he had any serious intention of carrying out such a purpose.”87 He took the prank as far as making an official announcement five months after graduating; an October 1884 issue of the Michigan Argonaut says, “Herman W. Mudgett, [class of] ’84, has an appointment as a medical missionary in Zululand.”88

He had not gone to Africa. Instead, he went back to New England, and then to Minnesota, and on from there to Chicago.

Postcollege Life in Mooers Forks

Holmes’s father recalled that after his graduation, he lived with the family back in New Hampshire for the summer of 1884 and that autumn began working as both a physician and a schoolteacher in Mooers Forks, New York. Some accounts say that he first came to town as an agent selling nursery stock.89

Local lawyer L. A. Mott said that people in the village quickly began to think of Holmes as a “queer” fellow, particularly in his habit of blowing off debts.90 But the young doctor did pay off a fifty-dollar bet he lost when he bet one J. M. Corkins that James Blaine would defeat Grover Cleveland in the 1884 election91—he was said to be active in Republican politics, particularly as related to Blaine at the time.92

His record as a teacher wasn’t mentioned much, but he left behind a few stories of his stint as a physician (really the only time he would work in that capacity) and even more memories of his womanizing. According to the memories of Mooers Forks residents, Holmes told people that he was single and even proposed marriage to a woman or two (the father of one was a patient whose death seemed suspicious years later). He was reported to have briefly been friendly with Minnie Everett, the primary-school teacher, with whom he engaged to take French lessons. But she terminated the lessons, allegedly explaining that “there is something lurking in that man’s character that time will reveal. I do not like him. I firmly believe that he would commit murder.” During the rest of the year, it was said, Miss Everett was “continually harassed by the doctor’s disagreeable manner towards her.”93 One of his landlords, Ed Steele, said that in his time practicing medicine, Holmes treated two women for “organic trouble,” that “there was a great deal of mystery about it” in the local gossip mills, and he was rumored to have married a local girl named Allen, though it appeared to be unfounded.94

Residents remembered one instance of Holmes using his medical training for swindling: when a minor smallpox scare broke out, Holmes procured a supply of vaccines and traveled the area, telling people he was from the Board of Health and vaccinations were mandatory—and would cost twenty-five cents.

With money made in the scheme, Holmes rented an office from Steele and apparently used it as a laboratory in which he tried to invent a patent medicine. He never came up with a mixture he liked, but Steele admired him for trying. “Whatever you may say about Mudgett, he was a great worker,” he said. “In fact, sometimes he was so polite and gentle that you wondered how such a man studied to be a doctor. Dr. Mudgett wouldn’t step on a caterpillar. I have seen him step aside to avoid treading on one.”95

Toward the end of his time in town, a dying old soldier was brought to Holmes’s office by Steele, suffering chest pains he believed were the effect of a bullet that had been lodged in his back since his army days. On his deathbed, he asked for an autopsy to prove the theory, so that his widow could get a pension. Two other physicians listed his cause of death as malaria, but Steele wasn’t satisfied with the verdict and found Holmes ready and eager to perform the autopsy. He found that the condition was, indeed, a result of the bullet.

But unsatisfied with this bit of honest work, Holmes kept the two shattered ribs that had been pressing against the lungs and tried to hold them hostage, threatening not to reveal the evidence of injury unless Steele gave him a full receipt of all he owed. Steele, however, got enough affidavits about the injury that he didn’t need the bones. As far as he knew, Holmes kept them.96

Though he mostly spoke highly of Holmes, Steele noted, “I never saw a man who was a more accomplished liar than the Doc. He could look you right in the eye and tell as beautiful a lie as you ever heard, and you would have hard work to bring yourself to doubt him. But he was a schemer.”97

He was also certainly known as a schemer to his landlord, one Mr. Hays, who recalled that Holmes would use any number of excuses to get out of paying his rent. Once, went the rent came due, Holmes went to Hays with a telegram saying that his uncle had died and left him two thousand dollars.

“What do you think I had better do about it?” Holmes asked.

“Do you want me to tell you what I think?” Hays asked. “Well, doctor, I think that the whole thing is a put-up job of yours. I don’t believe it, and I have always thought you were a scoundrel.”98

When he went home to Tilton, New Hampshire, a neighbor on the train with him was surprised that he was met by Clara and Robert at the station. Some knew Holmes was married, but he’d been telling people he was obtaining a divorce from a woman of bad character and that the divorce would easily be granted. Clara didn’t seem quite as evil as she’d been painted at the train station.99 He may have taken Robert back with him briefly; a few sources later recalled that Holmes had come back into town from a trip with a young boy, who subsequently disappeared. At the time, Holmes said he had gone home, but the unidentified boy inevitably became a suggested victim during the period when Chicago police were blaming every unsolved crime in the city’s history on Holmes, and it was then said that rumors among those who’d known him in Burlington suggested that Holmes wanted to use the boy as a dissection subject. But the boy was almost certainly Robert, whom Steele recalled had been brought in to help put away bottles. Clara took the boy to her father’s house and retained custody.100

Holmes ended up leaving Mooers Forks rather suddenly, running away from bills he owed to Hays and swindling Steele out of a train ticket to Chicago, which he said would be paid for in a day or two by a young lady. He wrote to Steele from Chicago, though, stating that his prospects were good and that he would pay up eventually.101

Before leaving town, Holmes allegedly left a locked box in the possession of J. M. Corkins, asking him to keep it safe. Corkins did so for ten years, until he gave it to a New York World correspondent, who opened it and found it full of papers, including a letter from a professor about the breach of promise suit and various certificates and diplomas, including one receipt indicating that he’d joined the Knights of Honor, a fraternal organization.102 It seems strange that he’d leave such valuable documents behind, but in many ways, he was leaving his entire past behind: Mooers Forks seems to have been the last place he lived under the name of Herman Mudgett. He would still use the old name occasionally for a couple of years when necessary, but wherever he went thereafter, he lived under pseudonyms.

After leaving in the autumn of 1885, Holmes wrote in his autobiography, he had “starvation staring me in the face” when he sold first one and then both of his horses before heading to Pennsylvania, ending up in Norristown. Little is really known of his stint there, but in 1895, the Philadelphia Record would speak to ex-Burgess John H. White, who recalled that one spring day a well-dressed but depressed-looking young man had called at the police station and said “he was on the verge of starvation and had come here with the express intention of committing suicide to end a life of misery.”103 They’d taken pity on the man, who called himself Howard, as White recalled, and let him lodge in the lockup while they helped him find employment.

The two men found him a position in the Hospital for the Insane, where he “discharged his duties satisfactorily.”104 The young man later admitted to White that his name was not really Howard and that he’d given a false name so as not to disgrace his family. He claimed he was from Texas, and his father had been a colonel in the Confederate Army.

“Howard” disappeared from the place after two months.105 White’s recollections gibed with those of the chief of police in Norristown, but neither could be sure that this “Howard” was really “Holmes,” who was, by the time of their recollection, a major media figure.106 They would have had, at most, a single portrait of Holmes taken a decade later to jog their memories.

But that Holmes worked as a keeper there is fairly well established, and his own recollections of working with the insane were not pleasant: “So terrible was it,” he wrote, “that for years afterwards, even now sometimes, I see their faces in my sleep.”107

According to a statement he made to the police in 1894 and later embellished and retold, it was at this point in his career that Holmes first attempted to use a dead body to defraud an insurance company. According to the story, Holmes sought out an old college friend (sometimes named as Robert Leacock) who found him only slightly less destitute than he was himself and the two of them finalized a plan: at some near-future date, a friend of Holmes’s old colleague would increase his life insurance policy to forty thousand dollars, telling the insurance company that he had recently survived a near-miss accident and felt inclined to protect his family more fully. Then, later on, the friend would send his wife and child out west, write up a note saying that he had killed them in a drunken rage, dismembered and pickled their bodies, and then committed suicide. A fake corpse would be dressed in the friend’s clothes, bodies to represent the murdered wife and child would be procured, the money would go to a “relative,” and the man would rejoin his wife and child to start a new life out west, dividing up the spoils.

Finding one body was no great difficulty for a trained doctor, but three at a time was another matter. Hence, according to the story, each person involved in the scheme was to supply one. The three split up, with Holmes going to Chicago in November 1885, then to Minneapolis, where he found work as a drug clerk over the winter and early spring. Coming back to Chicago to carry out the scheme in May of 1886, he packed one of the bodies that had been obtained (purchased from a medical school, he said) into two barrels in a room at McCoy’s Hotel,108 which stood at Clark and Van Buren in the Loop, then as now Chicago’s main downtown district.

One barrel, according to his story, was then stashed in the Fidelity Storage Warehouse, which stood at Van Buren and Dearborn, close enough to McCoy’s that Holmes could have rolled a barrel there easily enough without attracting much attention. The other, he said, he took to New York. According to his account, though, he read a few stories on the train that taught him just how well-equipped insurance companies were to detect this sort of fraud and abandoned the whole affair.

Part of this story was told when Holmes was first arrested for insurance fraud in 1894, and others portions of it were added when bones were found in the basement of his Chicago building the next year, when Holmes was suspected of several murders. The story served as his explanation to “all of the bone-finding mystery”: if anyone found bones buried in his basement, it was not a murder victim, but a body he’d purchased legally, kept in a warehouse until his building was completed in 1887, then buried in the basement.

The details changed so much between tellings that it’s difficult to believe any version of the story. Holmes was not consistent about when it took place. When Professor Herdman visited him in prison around 1896, he said that it took place right after graduation and that the colleague’s actual death had stopped the scheme from going forward.

But there may well be at least a kernel of truth in the tale; Holmes would certainly go on to defraud (or attempt to defraud) a number of insurance companies, and it’s certainly not impossible that he at least dreamed up the plan while he was in medical school, or even that he made clumsy and aborted attempts at it early on. One unnamed colleague did say in 1896: “I have read everything about him since he was arrested and I know he tells the truth in some of his confessions.”109 Dr. McCoy pointed out that having the keys to the dissection building would have given Holmes very easy access to bodies; even if he didn’t actually try to carry out the plan, it’s quite likely that the idea occurred to him during his hours among the corpses.

May of 1886 is probably about right for being the time when he moved to Chicago. He wrote in his autobiography that once in that city, he found he needed a pharmacy license to get work in a drugstore, so he had to go to Springfield, the state capital, to get one. On July 15, 1886, it was announced in the press that Harry H. Holmes was among twenty-two candidates who had passed a three-day examination in Springfield, Illinois, to become a licensed pharmacist in the state.110 How he passed the exam is not entirely known—Dr. Herdman firmly stated that Holmes never really studied pharmacy when he was in Michigan—but somehow he did.111

This also marks the earliest recorded instance of Herman W. Mudgett using his famous alias. Why, exactly, he hit upon the name “Harry Howard Holmes” is a mystery itself; several later writers would assume it was a nod to Sherlock Holmes, but the first story of the detective wouldn’t be published for more than a year afterward. “Holmes” was probably just a random name that Mudgett hit upon, as were most of his aliases. He would come up with several more over the next decade, but he would never abandon using “H. H. Holmes” as his primary appellation. In his last years, he would sign his name as “Herman W. Mudgett, M.D., alias H. H. Holmes.”

And he must have spent some time in Minneapolis, as he claimed in the story of the insurance scheme. Though he leaves it out completely from the autobiography, around 1886, he took up with a Minneapolis girl, Myrta Belknap, who would soon become his second wife.

He had never divorced the first one. But after marrying Myrta, he at least made a show of making an effort to do so, resulting in perhaps the most intriguing of the many pages of legal documents he left behind over the course of his career.

Mudgett v Mudgett

Holmes worked with several lawyers during his time in Chicago, as his swindling operations led him into dozens of lawsuits.

In most of the early suits, he’d be defended by one Edward Maher, eventually breaking with him and working with Fitz Allen Woodbury, who took several cases before refusing to keep working with Holmes unless he cleaned up his act. Since he wouldn’t, Holmes took his business to D. T. Duncombe, who worked with him for a couple of years before worrying that Holmes simply couldn’t stay out of trouble. Thereafter, he worked with Wharton Plummer, who, by all available evidence, was either in cahoots with Holmes or frightfully dim-witted. Plummer didn’t start regularly defending Holmes in his lawsuits until 1891, but he was the lawyer on the first case Holmes filed in Chicago, a suit for divorce under his given name, Herman W. Mudgett.

In late 1886, Holmes went to Plummer’s office to swear out a petition for divorce. The exact date of the decree is not written, though another paper in the surviving file, an affidavit stating that Clara was not a resident of Illinois, is dated December 11, 1886. The decree was probably written shortly before that.

In the decree, Holmes claims infidelity on Clara’s part, specifying that he had not lived with her since July 15, 1883, “when he ascertained the facts heretofore set forth and became fully convinced of the infidelity of the said Clara A. Mudgett.” Specifically, that “on the 28th day of June, 1883, in the city of Ann Arbor, in the state of Michigan, the said Clara A. Mudgett . . . wholly disregarding and in violation of her marriage vows, covenants and obligations committed adultery and had carnal knowledge with one J. M. Downer.” This alleged adultery took place again on June 29, and “at divers other times and places, to your orator [Herman W. Mudgett] unknown,” all with the said J. M. Downer.112

No J. M. Downer could be found among the student lists that include Mudgett, though there was a Downer family living next door to 15 Cemetery Street. But Holmes claims of Clara’s infidelity aren’t the strangest thing in the document: he “further represents to your honor that he has ever since the time of said marriage conducted himself as a true, kind and affectionate husband . . . and during all that time has faithfully discharged all his duties,” and says that his six-year-old son, Robert L. Mudgett, is “now living and is under the care, custody and control of your orator [Herman W. Mudgett].”113

At no time is Robert Mudgett known to have lived with or even visited his father in Chicago. But Holmes’s statement that he currently had custody may be explained by an anecdote recorded later, when a woman who knew the Mudgetts said that “Herman neglected [Clara], and for years never contributed a dollar toward the support of herself or her child. Finally, Mrs. Mudgett, becoming sorry-stricken and discouraged, took action on the grounds of non-support for the purpose of securing a divorce and with the hope of retaining the custody of her little boy. As soon as Dr. Mudgett learned of what his wife was doing he came to Gilmanton Corner, took the child away with him, and after clothing and supporting it for a month, he brought Robbie back and gave him to his mother.”114 Perhaps Holmes took Robert to Chicago, then filed the divorce paperwork himself in such a way that it would be clear to Clara that she couldn’t retain custody of their child, or get alimony, if he divorced her first.

Nothing came of the divorce proceedings, though—the case fell apart when due diligence failed to produce the one witness who could verify the claims of adultery (presumably J. M. Downer himself).115 Clara may never have been informed of the suit at all, and any efforts she made toward securing a divorce herself stopped.

This was the last known instance of Holmes using his real name in an official capacity, though he wasn’t able to shake off the yoke of the past entirely right away. Both Levi Mudgett and Clara later stated that Holmes came home once again, in October of 1888, telling of plans to set up in Chicago.116 Shortly after the trip, Holmes sent his brother a letter on stationery from a New York hotel, asking to meet him there that night, but the brother couldn’t make the trip.

When Herman wasn’t heard from for several months thereafter, the family tried to contact that New York hotel but found no information about him. Clara waited a year, then went back into the dressmaking business. The family nearly gave him up for dead.

In many ways, the Mudgett v Mudgett suit was sort of a preview of how Holmes would operate in Chicago: some half-truths, some outright lies, and a general disinclination to finish what he started, all in the company of a lawyer who may not have been much more honest than he was. Plummer would disappear from the Holmes story for five years, coming back in as both attorney and coworker in one of his schemes in 1891. Whether he remembered the young man from the 1886 suit by then is not known, but he likely at least had his memory jarred at one point. However, he continued to insist afterward that Holmes was the only honest man in the country, a statement so ludicrous that even the most gullible of dupes probably couldn’t have believed it.

There was one particularly important fact that Holmes conveniently left out of his decree: He had probably already gotten remarried.

Myrta Belknap-Holmes

Like so much of the Holmes story, his relations with Myrta Zulique Belknap are shrouded in a good deal of mystery. Exactly when he met her, and precisely when they married, can only be guessed at.

Of her personality, and even her looks, we can only go on the same sort of simple, unrevealing recollections that people shared of Clara Lovering. One old friend, Kate Durkee, told reporters that Myrta was “a bright, lovable girl,”117 and that relatively meaningless statement may be the most revealing thing told about her. Even what she looked like is something of a mystery; newspapers made drawings of one photograph of Myrta that would have been taken around 1889, but the original doesn’t seem to survive. The only photograph of her that does is a very murky newspaper shot from close to the end of her life, in which her features are indistinct.

We can assume that Myrta only ever knew the former Herman W. Mudgett under the name of Henry (Harry) Howard Holmes; she took the name Holmes after marrying him and kept the name for the rest of her life, even long after finding out that it wasn’t his real name. Though some of his other paramours knew that he used a variety of names, there’s no indication that Myrta did. From this, at least, we can assume that he was already using the name when he first came to Minneapolis.

Records indicate that Myrta was born in October 1862.118 As of the 1880 census, seventeen-year-old “Myrtie” and her parents, John and Lucy Belknap, were living in Pennsylvania, where she worked as a music teacher.119 At some point in the early 1880s, the family moved to Minneapolis; an 1885 city directory lists John as a switchman on the railroad, while Myrta worked as a clerk at a music store.120

A timeline published in several early Holmes sources gives January 28, 1887, as the date when Holmes and Myrta married, though no records have ever been found to verify that date. The ceremony was probably a bit earlier, around the time Holmes moved to Chicago in early 1886. In late November 1894, Myrta told a Chicago Herald reporter that they had been married about nine years.121 Most likely, Holmes married her without a license in a ceremony that he probably held up as more legally binding than it was. There is no official record of it on the books.

We do know from Kate Durkee that Myrta claimed to have met “Dr. Holmes” in Minneapolis,122 and that she wrote of her engagement to him around January of 1886.123 John Belknap told the Herald that his daughter met Holmes while he was working for a druggist named Hyman in Minneapolis and boarding with the Belknaps, and they went to Chicago shortly after the marriage.124 The Herald also told a curious story about Myrta: Before she met Holmes, she had been engaged to a young man who boarded with the family named Harry Graham. In 1886, Graham left to visit relatives and disappeared. Myrta went to upstate New York to investigate but came home with two stories: that Harry Graham was rumored to have been “made away with” for his life insurance, and that she was now engaged to an eastern gentleman named Harry Howard Holmes.125

Very little about this “Harry Graham” is known; the story was only mentioned briefly in papers, and no one was able to verify much of it. J. B. Elliot, whose Minneapolis music store Mytra worked in, was asked about the case and suggested that Holmes and Graham were the same person; but a Mrs. F. M. Washburn, whose father owned another music store that employed Myrta for a while, said that a photograph she’d seen of Holmes bore no resemblance to the man she remembered as Harry Graham. Mrs. Washburn also said that Myrta had first met Holmes while she was attending school in Rochester but met Graham in Minneapolis. “I remember of her engagement to Graham and of his departure some time in 1886 for the east to buy goods. Shortly after his departure from the city, [Myrta] received a letter from some point in the east stating that Graham had been severely injured. The letter was poorly written, and the handwriting was evidently that of an illiterate person. Nothing more was ever heard of Graham, so far as I know. Miss Belknap went east at once to learn, if possible, what had become of her lover, but was unable to do so. While there she renewed the acquaintance with the man Holmes, and shortly after her return from the east they were married and went to Chicago to live.”126 Coming nearly a decade after the fact through a haze of rumors, it’s hard to know exactly how seriously to take the story; Myrta and her family never seem to have commented on it themselves, and Kate Durkee didn’t mention any previous engagements or mysteries. She would not have been shy about doing so.

Census records indicate that there was a twenty-four-year-old New York man named Henry (Harry) Graham living in Minneapolis in 1885, but it may not have been the same Henry Graham. In any case, the story of Harry Graham’s mysterious disappearance never really had legs. A few papers reported it in 1894, when Holmes was first arrested as a swindler, but if anyone had reason to suspect foul play in the death of one Harry Graham, they never came forward.

Though it can’t be ascertained that the marriage ceremony came before Holmes filed his suit to divorce Clara, Holmes and Myrta were certainly married by the early months 1887, when the name “Myrta Z. Holmes” first appears in property records in Chicago. Holmes had bought a parcel of land on what was then 701–703 Sixty-Third Street in Englewood (603–605 West Sixty-Third today; addresses were redone in 1909). Officially, Myrta owned the land at first, but then the deed was changed to make it look as though her mother, Lucy T. Belknap, were the owner. Trying to trace the ownership of the land over the years is like watching a fast-change artist at work, as Holmes attempted to obfuscate his own stake in the place to keep creditors from repossessing anything.127

His days of when he was nothing more than an itinerant worker and student with a weakness for petty crime and swindles were now over. In Chicago, Holmes would embark on a series of increasingly audacious plots, and it was on the parcel of land he’d purchased that he would construct his most famous building: the one that would one day be known as the Murder Castle.



Chapter Two

Swindler

He never could carry on a conversation and at the same time look you in the face. When on the street he usually walked with his eyes on the ground.

—anonymous University of Michigan classmate1

Nearly every retelling of Holmes’s career since the 1940s has told a chilling tale of how he came into possession of Holton’s Drug Store at Sixty-Third and Wallace, across the street from the land he’d soon buy, by murdering the elderly Dr. Holton and his hapless wife.

Though each story changes the details a bit, most begin with Holmes wandering into the pharmacy at 700 Sixty-Third quite by chance, perhaps seeking out a location that would be convenient to the upcoming World’s Fair. There, he finds poor old Mrs. Holton hopelessly out of her depth, trying to run pharmacy herself while her husband, the doctor, lies sick upstairs. She’s only too happy to hire the charming, capable young man who calls himself Dr. Harry H. Holmes to take over the operations. Soon, the Holtons disappear, and Holmes tells everyone that they’ve sold him the store and moved away. That he killed one or both of them is generally implied and sometimes even explicitly stated.

This story was built from a few small bits of data about Dr. Holton that could be obtained by early retellers, then fleshed out by a pulp writer’s imagination. A few 1890s newspapers and books spoke of Holmes buying a pharmacy from “Mrs. Dr. Holton” or “Dr. E. S. Holton,” and some told stories of Mrs. Holton having trouble getting Holmes to pay for the place, though details were very sparse.

The most complete, roughly contemporary version of the story comes from G. A. Bogart, a jeweler in the neighborhood, who said, “From the first day he was engaged by Mrs. Holton to run the drug store, which he afterward bought from her, he determined to have a business of his own; and to that end began carrying off the stock, piecemeal. Every time he left the store he carried something away, and very materially reduced the stock before he made a bid for it. After he concluded his deal he only paid his notes at the muzzle of a gun.”2

Holmes wrote in his autobiography that he began working there in July 1886, when it was owned by a doctor who was in ill health and wished to sell. “A little later I bought it,” he wrote, “paying for it for the most part with money secured by mortgaging the stock and fixtures, agreeing to repay this loan at the rate of $100 per month.”3

No one in Englewood in the 1890s claimed that the Holtons had vanished, and writers who repeated the story that Holmes had killed the elderly doctor and his wife were missing one important piece of data: the Holtons were not an elderly doctor and his wife but a young doctor and her husband.

The 1886 Medical and Surgical Directory of the United States shows that the E. S. in “E. S. Holton” stood for Elizabeth Sarah, and records show that she was still in her twenties when Holmes bought her pharmacy; she’d been at the University of Michigan a year before he arrived.4 Before moving to Chicago, Dr. Holton (then known as Lizzie Sanders, her maiden name) had spent a few years at the University of Michigan, where she last appears in records in 1880, a year before Holmes arrived. While their times there don’t seem to have quite overlapped, it’s possible that Holmes had met her if she made a return visit, and it’s to be assumed that they had mutual acquaintances. His calling on the store of a fellow Michigan alumni when he was looking for work was probably not a random chance and certainly happened well before there was any talk of a World’s Fair. It’s possible that Dr. Holton decided to sell the pharmacy when she became pregnant with her second daughter in early 1887, though it’s also likely that Holmes made arrangements to buy the place a bit earlier than that.

The Holtons were still living in the neighborhood with their two children when Holmes was arrested in 1894. Far from disappearing, they both lived well into the twentieth century and are buried at Oak Woods Cemetery, not far from the site of the pharmacy. Still, it’s strange that no reporter ever seems to have asked Dr. Holton about Holmes when they were interviewing everyone else in the area who’d ever passed him on the street; it may be that she was in mourning at the time, and not interested in being interviewed. Investigations of the Holmes building began in July of 1895, and Dr. Holton’s daughter, Abigail, had died of gastritis two months before.

Though she does seem to have gotten Holmes to pay her what he owed her eventually, and without even initiating a lawsuit (no lawsuit involving her has been found in the legal archives), many others fared far worse.

In July 1887, while Holmes was running the drugstore, one George Bilski sold him a bill of goods including a water bottle, barber pole, and towel rack. After learning that Holmes had a reputation as a man to whom one shouldn’t extend credit, Bilski repossessed the goods a month later and filed a lawsuit. But he failed to go through the proper channels before repossessing, and the jury found in favor of Holmes. Records from the suit show that Holmes knew his way around a contract and how to exploit them.5

By the time he purchased the barbershop supplies from Bilski, he had already started construction on his new building across the street, using money borrowed from several investors. There, his skill with manipulating contracts would be put to great use.

Building the Castle

Chicago was undergoing an explosion in the 1880s, picking up steam from a rapid expansion that even a devastating fire in 1871 couldn’t halt. The population had been in the 500,000 range in 1880; by 1890, it would be around a million. But suburban Englewood’s rate of growth dwarfed that pace; in 1882, four years before Holmes arrived, it had been the home of just under 2,000 people. By 1890, around the time it was absorbed by the city, the number would be close to 50,000, a growth rate of more than 2,500 percent. Holmes was one of hundreds of new arrivals who arrived every week to a growing city of recently installed gaslights and sparkling new streetcars.

New buildings were coming up so fast that the city could barely keep up with inspecting them. But they wouldn’t have noticed anything particularly shocking in the new Holmes flats.

The first two floors of Holmes’s “castle” building were designed by architects Charles Berger and Edward Gallauner, who started drawing up plans for the place in March 1887. Holmes wanted it to fit right in with the surroundings; the lower floor would feature six columns of “fancy design” in the same pattern seen in the Newman Block, a building a few blocks away at Sixty-Third and Stewart.6 Aetna Iron and Steel provided laborers and materials, and records show that construction began in early August 1887.

At the time, the building was planned as a two-story affair, with retail spaces on the first floor and residential apartments on the second, one of which Holmes moved into with Myrta when it was ready. The third story, built ostensibly to serve as hotel space during the World’s Fair, wouldn’t be added for another five years.

There were a couple of strange features built into the structure—there was a hidden compartment between the first and second floors at the back of the drugstore, and a staircase between floors could be reached from a trapdoor in the second-story bathroom. These would later be called “the secret chamber” and the “secret staircase,” but they weren’t exactly secret; everyone who worked there knew about them and merely thought of them as clever ways to use the space. Drug clerks slept in the “secret chamber.”

Far more troubling to authorities than the unusual features of his building was the fact that Holmes never paid his bills, either to the architects or to Aetna Iron and Steel. When the company sued in 1888, Holmes claimed that he wasn’t liable for the debts because he wasn’t really the owner of the land; his mother-in-law was. He’d put all of the deeds in her name.

In September 1888, representatives of the company filed a statement detailing Holmes’s involvement with the construction, and Holmes gave a detailed answer to his lawyer, Edward Maher, who filed it with the courts the next month. In his answer, Holmes alleged that one of the steel beams provided was slightly too short, negating the entire contract.

It’s hard to determine how personally involved Holmes was in the trials. For the most part, it seems that lawyer Edward Maher didn’t want Holmes anywhere near a courtroom. But Holmes traveled to Crown Point, Indiana, when Thomas Muzzal, superintendent of construction, and Benjamin Smith, a steelworker, gave their depositions in January 1889 so he could cross-examine them himself.7

This would be only the first of several lawsuits related to the financing, construction, furnishing, and ownership of the building over the next several years. Some of them would still be grinding their way through the courts at the time of Holmes’s death, by which time the list of people with liens, claims, and mortgages on the building was several pages long.

All legal issues and construction problems aside, though, the building went up quickly, and Holmes was likely in business at the new drugstore on the first floor, across the street from the old one, by the end of 1887. In the spring of 1888, when deputies came to give Holmes the summons for the first of the lawsuits, they found Holmes, Myrta, and Lucy, her mother, all living above the store.

On July 4, 1889, Myrta gave birth to a daughter in Englewood,8 quite likely in the castle building itself. They named her Lucy Theodate Holmes, after her grandmothers. Holmes had made his last visit to New Hampshire by then, likely right after impregnating Myrta, and was likely not in contact with his mother at all. Myrta probably believed that her mother-in-law had been dead for years, and it doesn’t appear that Theodate Mudgett knew she had a granddaughter—named partly for her—living in Chicago until the girl was six years old.

Early Chicago Swindles

In later years, many who knew Holmes would tell stories of the zany schemes he got up to during his time in Chicago, when he seemed to have a new business plan every week. A couple of associates spoke of some sort of bond scheme that Holmes used to buy property in exchange for credit with a cigar company. One man remembered a “pet scheme” where Holmes would sell identification cards that granted the bearer “certain fraternal rights and privileges, the latter being a discount of 10 percent among certain merchant dealers.”9

And those were just a couple of his more legitimate plans–beyond them, he was doing a lot of outright swindling. His favorite trick was buying goods on credit, then selling them for cash and not paying the original bill. He was particularly fond of swindling bicycle dealers: he would rent a bicycle or two from one of them, then sell it rather than returning it. A similar trick was pulled with music boxes. Soon, bicycles and music boxes purchased dirt cheap from Holmes were all over Englewood.

In one particularly famous story, a safe company sold Holmes a large safe on credit. When they came to repossess it, Holmes said, “Go ahead and take the safe, but I warn you not to damage the building.” The company found that they couldn’t move the safe without tearing down the walls and had to leave it where it was.

This may have been the walk-in safe on the first floor, about which one employee later remembered a strange incident: “Holmes told me to step inside and he would close the door,” he remembered. “I was to scream then and he would see whether he could hear me or not. I stepped in, the door was closed, and he could just faintly hear my voice. When I came out he said, ‘I wish I could put my mother-in-law in there when she has her tantrums.’”10

His mother-in-law, Lucy T. Belknap, probably threw a lot of tantrums and had every right to do so: when Holmes got sued for deals related to the building, she was often sued as well, as the titular owner of the building. Often Holmes signed papers for her, claiming power-of-attorney, so she may not have known just how many people were suing her, but her own scratchy signature appears on enough documents that she must have known that there was a lot of legal wrangling going on.

People who worked for Holmes didn’t all know about his swindling, but many certainly took notice of his strange and suspicious activities.

Mrs. Loomis, a housekeeper in 1889–90, said that “Holmes would come to me and tell me to pack his things in his valise, as he intended to go to Toronto that night. I would do so, and would suppose that he had left the house and city. The next day or the day after I would accidentally meet him walking through one of the upper hallways on tiptoe. He would be surprised and angry when I saw him, but would make some excuse about missing the train or say that he had just returned. He was always up to some kind of tricks, and I believe he told me those stories about going away so as to establish an alibi.”11

Robert Latimer, who worked as a janitor in the building around the same time, remembered that Holmes showed him a large collection of fake beards and other disguises that he owned. Holmes would sometimes enter the drugstore, go up to his office via the “secret staircase,” and be seen twenty minutes later in the hall looking like a prosperous southern plantation owner.12

This practiced sneakiness didn’t always keep him out of trouble—over his eight years in Chicago, there were at least sixty lawsuits involving him. An October 1887 loan of fifty dollars wasn’t paid back, and the lender sued. A druggist’s prescription case bought on credit from Simon Waixel went unpaid-for, and Waixel sued. No one paid for several hundred dollars’ worth of sheet glass provided by George S. Kimball, who also sued. But with most of Holmes’s property in someone else’s name and the goods already out of his hands, there was seldom anything the creditors could repossess, even if they won the suits.

Some of the lawsuits on file are bizarre and lack enough information to make what was going on clear, but they are fascinating nonetheless. In 1891, for instance, Holmes was sued for ten thousand dollars by one Herman H. Haaff, who was a leader in the Farmer’s Mutual Benefit Association and an outspoken advocate for dehorning cattle. Exactly what Holmes had done to warrant such a large suit, or what happened with it, is not clear from the paperwork; the most obvious guess would be that Holmes borrowed money from him and declined to pay it back. However, in Haaff’s book, Haaff’s Practical Dehorner, or Every Man His Own Dehorner, he comes off as so cantankerous in his attacks on his many enemies (and dehorning cattle was apparently a world in which one made a lot of enemies) that one gets the impression that maybe Holmes simply looked at him wrong.

But the scant paperwork on file from the suit and the lack of any legal documents on several well-known swindles serve as hints that what we know of Holmes’s various cons may only be the tip of the iceberg.


The Mineral Water and Gas-Generating Schemes

By all accounts, Holmes was an ambitious man. Myrta later said that his motto was “mediocrity is nothing,”13 and the diplomas and certificates found in the box he supposedly left in Mooers Forks had notes in pencil stating, “One round higher,” “a little higher,” and “still higher.”14

The drugstore in his new building might have been a profitable business, but Holmes wanted more. It’s also likely that he loved the thrill of outwitting the law too much to be satisfied with a simple, honest life as a druggist. Soon he was using the business to advance a couple of crooked moneymaking schemes.

Beyond his habit of not paying his bills and selling stolen goods, neighbors particularly remembered two swindles that he ran right from the shop: a “gas generator” that he convinced investors could turn a tiny bit of water into a huge amount of gas and an “artesian well” that gave him access to what he said was a special sort of mineral water.

Exactly when he started these two rackets is a little unclear; nothing has been found in the legal archives to provide any hard data on them. Everything known comes from neighborhood gossip recorded a few years later in newspapers.

Most early retellings of Holmes’s career say that the gas generator came first, and the “artesian well” from which he claimed to be getting the water was dug out of the hole where the machine had been before. But Englewood directories show Holmes advertising the “Linden Grove Mineral Water”15 as early as 1887; it may have even started out in the old Holton drugstore across the street. Reports are sparse, but it seems that the water was bluish in color and marketed as being particularly healthy or even to have healing properties. It’s as close as Holmes came to selling a patent medicine, which may have been his original motivation for going to medical school in the first place.

“Like everything with which Holmes had to do,” the Tribune later said, “this [mineral water] was a Humbug. Holmes simply applied his genius to the water pipe in the basement of his store, and by a slight chemical process the good old lake water from the pipes was discolored and sold as readily as mineral.”16 This seems to have gone on for some time; a resident who lived in the “Castle” said that Holmes got away with using the city water and making the water company think it came from an artesian well, for two years—it’s possible that long after the “mineral water” had been exposed as bunk, he was still getting free water by tapping the mains without the water company realizing it.17

The gas generator is a bit better documented. Neighbors later told the Chicago Herald that Holmes had placed a galvanized iron tank in the basement and into it tossed a mixture of chemicals that produced strangely colored gases and odd odors. It was this machine that he connected to the regular gas pipes, making it appear as though the gas were being generated from ordinary water.

“See?” he told people. “I make my own gas, and it is just as good as any in the city.”18

Word of the gas-generating device spread, and soon, even the Lake Gas Company came to investigate. They were said to have offered a fortune for it (most papers estimated their offer to be around $2,500), despite the fact that all anyone saw was what the Tribune called “A wash boiler on stilts . . . full of pipes, pulleys, and wires, and taps, and things.”19 A woman who knew Holmes and Myrta through church spoke of the machine to the Chicago Daily News in 1894: “He made the company think he had a new invention for making gas and he wanted to sell it to them for $2,000,” she said. “The company had a man down looking into the process for about a week. It was their gas out of their own mains he was showing off all the time. The fraud was discovered and Holmes wasn’t so prominent in church work after that.”20

The way Holmes described it in his autobiography, in 1889, he had purchased a gas machine from two gentlemen who had an office on La Salle Street in Chicago—using the machine, he could generate his own gas from water and avoid having to pay the Lake Gas Company to heat and light his building. It worked, he said, for two days before breaking down. A friend examined it and pronounced that the contraption would never actually generate gas. Holmes told him to connect it to the city gas main for the night, so that they’d at least have light and heat in the building until he could return to the gas company office to restart his account the next day. The friend, however, suggested that the arrangement could be permanent. In Holmes’s account, he kept tapping the gas company’s mains and pretending to be generating the gas himself for quite some time, then eventually paid the company off when they caught him.21

But this fairly tame version of the story, of course, was just the way Holmes himself told it at a time when he was trying to keep out of trouble. In other accounts, he kept it going much longer and may have not only fooled the gas company into thinking he was making his own gas and not using theirs, but made a fortune offering to sell them the generator. One of his lawyers later estimated that he made tens of thousands.


The First Death in the Castle

Ready to focus more on real estate dealing, Holmes sold the drugstore business more than once, first in 1890 to Ned Conner, then to one A. L. Jones in 1891, after Conner had sold it back. This sale, too, turned out to be a swindle.

Exactly what sort of con Holmes pulled on Jones is unclear, but most sources agree that Holmes pulled some trick or another. According to a Tribune reporter, when Jones was thinking of buying the store, he brought in a clerk to see if sales were good for ten days before making a decision. While the clerk was there, Holmes had his friends and former employees come in and buy expensive items, making the store look more profitable than it really was. He then sold most of the remaining stock to himself (or hid the merchandise upstairs) the day before Jones was to take possession of the store.22 But Jones took the store anyway and stuck around even after the soda fountain, which Holmes had not paid for, was repossessed. Jones later sold out to Dr. Edward H. Robinson and moved out of Englewood;23 Robinson would run the drugstore for the rest of Holmes’s time in Chicago and for a couple of years beyond.

Even though he didn’t own the drug shop anymore, and seemed to have moved his family to a house a couple of miles west on Honore Street, Holmes was still a constant presence in the Englewood building. Everyone who lived and worked there knew him well.

He may have even killed a creditor right in the store during Jones’s tenure.

Benjamin Nixon was running a jeweler’s repair shop in the building at the time and told the Times-Herald some years later that on April 18, 1891, John DuBreuil, an investor and part owner of the building, stepped off of a suburban train at the station right outside the building and fell to the ground in front of the drugstore. It was as though he were having some sort of fit. Holmes, according to Nixon, poured a dark liquid down DuBreuil’s throat, and he died.24 Foul play was not suspected at the time, and if Holmes had hoped to get out of the thousands of dollars in debt that he owed to DuBreuil, he would have been disappointed. The debts and partial ownership simply passed on to his heirs, and lawsuits related to them dragged on until well after Holmes’s own death. It seems unlikely that even Holmes’s pharmaceutical knowledge could have specifically set DuBreuil up to collapse right after the train ride.

But perhaps Holmes was worrying that DuBreuil knew too much about him already, apart from owing him a small fortune. It’s possible that when he saw DuBreuil collapse, he saw an opportunity and used his knowledge of chemistry to take advantage of it.


The Warner Glass-Bending Company

In 1890, Holmes started a formal business outside of his Sixty-Third Street building: the Warner Glass-Bending Company. Glass bending was a business idea he’d return to several times over the course of his career, though he never convinced anyone that he knew the first thing about how to do it. He told friends and employees that he had gone to a glass-bending concern in New Jersey, telling them that he was representing an inexpensive fuel source (presumably the gas generator). By talking up the fuel source, he got enough access to their factory to see how glass was bent. To at least one person, he admitted that he’d never intended to sell them anything and that the whole thing had just been a ruse to steal trade secrets.25

At other times, though, Holmes claimed he’d developed a new process for bending glass himself using a furnace he’d built in the basement of his Englewood building; the idea seems to have been that he’d set a sheet of glass over a piece of boiler iron that he’d bent into the shape he wanted for the glass, then he’d turn on the furnace, and the glass sheet would melt to the form of the iron.26

A man named L. W. Warner had gone to work selling furniture for Holmes, and after the furnace was built, Holmes told Warner that he was going to take out a patent in his name. The patent was never actually filed, but Holmes announced the formation of the Warner Glass-Bending Company and opened an office in the Chemical Bank Building on Dearborn Street, in the northern portion of the Loop.27

He made a show of setting to work in the basement, building his furnace and tinkering with sheet glass. No one saw him bend any glass until one night, after closing the drugstore, when he told the clerk to go ahead and go to bed if he wanted to, but “I have to stay up tonight to try this furnace.”28
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