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We dedicate this book to the victims, known and unknown, and to their families and friends.




INTRODUCTION


Killers exist in every aspect of our collective experience. Fictional ones loom in the films we watch and the books we read. Real ones strike in our own hometowns. There is a profound moment in our lives when we come to realize that the Freddy Krueger of our nightmares pales in vicious comparison to the serial killers in the newspapers. Within these pages we explore that fractious line that wavers between fiction and reality. Hollywood and true crime have long been bedfellows, and through the lens of science we can come to further understand the murderers who have darkened history and the films they have inspired.


This book is filled with dark deeds; many real, and others pure fiction. Tread cautiously, as this hazy border may trip you up.


As always, our love for horror in all its iterations lies within. We don’t love the true killers, but we sure do love when brave victims, families, and members of law enforcement are honored. Often, film gives way to better stories in which the final girl slays the monster, and for that we are grateful. Let the monsters be forgotten as we rise.




SECTION ONE


CRIMES OF THE PAST




CHAPTER ONE


The Legend of Lizzie Borden (Lizzie Borden)


I (Meg) grew up in the eighties and nineties, overstuffed with a diet of iconic horror villains. Freddy, Jason, and even the menacing eyebrows of Vincent Price led me down the familiar landscape of twentieth century horror. I was only eight, snuggled in a hotel bed with my mother, when I discovered that women, too, had the power and nuance to be the foreboding presence in a shadowed room. While we watched a rerun of The Legend of Lizzie Borden (1975), a TV movie starring Elizabeth Montgomery from Bewitched (1964–1972), my mom divulged that the events unfolding were actually based on fact! The hazy images of Freddy Krueger and his vicious film brothers left my mind. The tropes I had already come to know, of women screaming in terror as they fled a maniac, had fallen at my feet. I was exalted by the thought that a woman, a real woman, in her fancy dress and with her flowery words, could succumb to the murderous, black heart within.




After filming The Legend of Lizzie Borden, Elizabeth Montgomery came to find out that she was related to Lizzie Borden! Sixth cousins, once removed.1





While today The Legend of Lizzie Borden may not be the most famous of Borden biopics, it was popular upon its release. Montgomery was nominated for an Emmy, and writer William Bast received the Edgar Award for a television film script. For many in the 1970s, it had been their first introduction to the history and evidence of the trial, rather than the sing-song rhyme made so popular:


Lizzie Borden took an axe,
And gave her mother forty whacks;
When she saw what she had done,
She gave her father forty-one!


Since the TV movie, there have been quite a few adaptations of Lizzie and her infamous axe. These include the Lifetime TV film starring Christina Ricci, Lizzie Borden Took an Axe (2014), as well as Lizzie (2018), in which Lizzie (Chloe Sevigny) and her family maid Bridget Sullivan (Kristen Stewart) have a steamy love affair. This lesbian plot point also appears in Lizzie: The Musical (2009). While there is no evidence to prove that Lizzie and Bridget were lovers, Lizzie Borden was a known lesbian in her small community of Fall River, Massachusetts. Thus, the possibility of a relationship has been a suspected motive for many.


After watching Elizabeth Montgomery inhabit the curious skin of mysterious Lizzie, I fast became a Borden enthusiast. That next Halloween I carried a cardboard axe and wore a white, chiffon gown marred with fake blood. While other little girls devoted themselves to boy bands, I consumed every book, TV special, and hint of Lizzie. In my mid-thirties I am still finding new books and theories to slake my thirst for all things Lizzie.


In the film versions of what occurred in the Borden house on August 4, 1892, there is a surprising amount of accuracy. It is first important to note that, by the FBI’s definition, serial killers must have killed multiple victims in multiple incidents. Therefore, Borden is technically not a serial killer. Whether she is guilty or not, she was only accused of two murders in a single incident (though we find her formidable enough to join the serial killers of this book). Borden’s father, Andrew, and stepmother, Abby, were attacked with fury, both killed by numerous whacks with an axe. In The Legend of Lizzie Borden, Andrew Borden’s (Fritz Weaver’s) body is splayed out on a divan in exact reference to the infamous crime scene photograph (though his head is far less mutilated for the benefit of those tuning in to the TV movie). Other commonly known facts are also shared in the film, including the evidence given by a local druggist, Eli Bence (Olan Soule), who told the judge and jurors that “the day before the murders, Lizzie had come in shopping for prussic acid—a deadly poison.”3




If Borden had slipped prussic acid into the family dinner, her parents would’ve salivated excessively, staggered, convulsed, and lost their ability to breathe in a matter of moments. Better or worse than an axe attack?2





Poison has long been considered a woman’s tool for murder. There are many known female serial killers who relied on this silent weapon, like Nannie Doss who poisoned eleven people, and Nurse Jane Toppan (page 62) who killed her own patients with lethal mixes of medicine. According to the Washington Post, women are seven times more likely than men to kill with poison. In the centuries before forensic scientists developed a way to detect nearly all substances in a victim’s body, women used poison to annihilate their husbands, children, and bothersome neighbors. The Post article further extrapolates the data from the FBI: “Killers over thirty are more than twice as likely as younger killers to resort to poison.”4


The fact that Borden sought out prussic acid the day before the murders has long been used as evidence of her guilt. Prussic acid, also known as hydrogen cyanide, is a colorless and flammable liquid that is highly poisonous. It can be derived from pits of fruit such as apricots or cherries. In the television series Ozark (2017–) Darlene Snell (Lisa Emery) admits to her dying husband Jacob (Peter Mullan) that she ground up cherry pits to create cyanide to poison his coffee. Would Borden have bothered to ask for prussic acid if she knew it would create evidence against her?


The testimony of Eli Bence, coupled with the known fact that Andrew, Abby, and Borden’s sister Emma fell ill with a mysterious gastrointestinal upset the week prior to the axe murders, led many to believe that the axe murders occurred only after Borden attempted other deadly avenues. Another accurate piece of the aftermath presented in The Legend of Lizzie Borden is that the corpses of Andrew and Abby were left in the dining room of the home, rather than carted away by the county coroner, which we have become used to in the subsequent hundred years.


It made us wonder why this was a popular practice at the time.


The National Museum of Funeral History in Houston, Texas, is dedicated to exhibiting world practices of mourning the dead. Their exhibits include such varying topics as “The History of Cremation” to “Fantasy Coffins from Ghana.” One of the museum’s rooms recreates a Victorian parlor not unlike the Borden’s living space. It depicts a mannequin in black veil, attending the dead in their own home. The museum’s proprietors explain this culture of mourning in the nineteenth century on their website:


During the 1800s, determining that a person was actually dead was not as simple as it is today, as they didn’t have the medical technology we do now to determine true death. During the days following a person’s death, the body was closely observed for three days to make sure the person didn’t wake from a deep sleep or illness before the funeral and burial—thus the term “wake” we use today for visiting/viewing the recently deceased. During the early twentieth century, funeral service practitioners transitioned from providing in-home services to establishing funeral homes, where bodies were transported and prepared for funeral services. It was during this time that parlors became known as “living rooms,” because they were no longer used to display the dead.5


It’s darkly humorous to believe that anyone might have questioned whether Andrew or Abby Borden were deceased after numerous blows with an axe. While it must have been obvious that they were dead, the traditions of the era remained. They were left downstairs in the heat of the summer beneath nothing more than thin sheets for days. In his piece for the Chicago Tribune, reporter William Hageman explains further:


In the Victorian era, the home was the center of funeral rites. After death, two calls were made. One was to the doctor, who would come out to make sure the deceased was, indeed, deceased and not in a coma. The second was to the undertaker, who would come out to perform his services (embalming would have been done in the kitchen or a bedroom). . . . Superstition had its place, too, in the Victorian funeral process. A family would stop the clock at the exact time of death, then restart it after burial. And mirrors were covered with black material to keep the deceased’s spirit from going into the mirror and remaining in the house.”6


We shudder to think what it was like for both Lizzie and Emma to sleep upstairs with the bodies of their murdered parents below. While this was normal for the era, it must have been an eerie sight to see Andrew Borden laid out mere feet from where he had been obliterated with an axe.




In Victorian parlors, candles and flowers were used to mask the scent of death before embalming came into common practice.7





What evidence was lost by allowing the body to remain at the Borden household? A modern detective would surely cringe at the thought of leaving the victims with the prime suspect so that she could hide or change evidence. Yet, like all her nineteenth century counterparts, Borden had no comprehension of DNA evidence. We may lament lost evidence, though the fact remains that Lizzie Borden was found not guilty by a jury of twelve men. She inherited her parent’s money, finally allowing her a more financially comfortable living until her death in 1927. Borden died almost one hundred years ago but her legacy lives on in mythic proportions through the media adaptations of today. She is considered by most historians to have wielded the axe on that stifling, hot summer afternoon in a fit of homicidal rage that is still considered unique for the fairer sex. Lizzie Borden may not be a serial killer, but she is certainly a legend.
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An illustration of Lizzie Borden at trial.8




CHAPTER TWO


From Hell (Jack the Ripper)


Despite the fact that we will never know his true name, Jack the Ripper is an icon that surpasses many modern-day serial killers. He is the archetypal boogie man; a shadow who lurks in the darkened alleys of our souls, glistening blade in hand. The creatures under our bed might not be real, but Jack the Ripper is. Having killed at least five women in the Whitechapel district of London in 1888, Jack the Ripper’s violent and shocking treatment of his victims still resonates in popular culture today. At the time of his brutalities, the media found instant fascination with Jack, quickly turning him into a worldwide icon. He was considered the first murderer to be sensationalized in his time, though certainly not the last.




There were witnesses to the Ripper’s crimes during his murder spree, but the police didn’t commission an artist to sketch a likeness. Instead, they allowed a press artist to draw what they thought an evil murderer may look like!1





One vital piece of the Jack the Ripper puzzle is understanding not only the era, but the community in which he thrived. Whitechapel was not the idyllic Victorian London we know from Charles Dickens’s novels. It was where people, many immigrants, gathered to attempt a better life with no money, no prospects, and no notion of how truly frightening their neighborhood would become. About twenty years before Jack the Ripper made Whitechapel his hunting ground, author John Hollingshead wrote in his book Ragged London (1861) of his experience in the burg:


Whitechapel may not be the worst of the many districts in this quarter, but it is undoubtedly bad enough. Taking the broad road from Aldgate Church to Old Whitechapel Church—a thoroughfare in some parts like the high street of an old-fashioned country town—you may pass on either side about twenty narrow avenues, leading to thousands of closely-packed nests, full to overflowing with dirt, misery, and rags.2


As the decades continued, things only got worse in Whitechapel. The Jewish and Irish immigrants were met with fierce discrimination, and the squalor of the area led to many women having no choice but to make money from sex work. Because of the dark, lonely streets and the desperation to survive, these women were highly vulnerable to Jack the Ripper.


This trend of serial killers choosing sex workers is an alarming one. Gary Ridgway, known as the Green River Killer, shared Jack the Ripper’s victim profile one hundred years later; of his astounding forty-nine victims, the vast majority were sex workers and teen runaways. The Long Island Serial Killer, still unknown, preyed on women advertising sex on Craigslist. As we researched the sex work and murder connection, the statistics were staggering:


In a study conducted in Colorado Springs, USA, over four decades, researchers concluded that cis-gendered female sex workers (their sample was overwhelmingly made up of street-based sex workers), while they were actively working, were eighteen times more likely to be murdered than women of the same age and race from the general population. This estimate is based on just one geographical location so we cannot know if the same results would be found in other studies, although other estimates have tended to be higher. For example, it was estimated that female sex workers were sixty to one hundred and twenty times more likely to be murdered in Vancouver, Canada, than women from the general population. In a UK-based study of sex workers in London, cis-gendered female sex workers’ mortality rate was recorded as twelve times higher than women from the general population and murder was identified as one of the leading causes of death.3


Why do many serial killers follow in Jack the Ripper’s infamous footsteps? In his article for A&E, Adam Janos theorizes one reason is that the police “won’t look as hard for a missing sex worker as they will for a more ‘respectable’ victim.”4 In an interview with Janos, social psychologist Eric Hickey concurs:


Generally, police are not real fond of prostitutes, because there tends to be other kinds of crime going on when there’s prostitution in the area. And so when someone goes missing, maybe one of their friends who is also a prostitute might go and report it . . . but usually, from the stories we hear, there are two or three prostitutes who disappear before they start to get a little nervous.5


Unfortunately, it seems that some of those working in law enforcement, as well as many community members, are often less concerned with the demise of sex workers than they are other members of our society. This concept of the “less dead” has been popularized recently. People are starting to notice that there was more public outcry over murderers who focused on college girls, like Ted Bundy, than the Gary Ridgways of the world.


In his article, “Serial Killers Prey on the Less Dead” for the Seattle Post-Intelligencer, reporter Mike Barber spoke to the parents of Tia Hicks. When Hicks went missing in 1990, the Seattle police purged Hicks’s missing report from the system and did not investigate, supposedly because of her background as a possible sex worker, drug user, and runaway. Barber’s article extrapolates on this trend:


Criminologist Steven Egger calls the victims of serial killers “the less dead” because they are usually people who have been marginalized—prostitutes, drug users, homosexuals, farm workers, hospital patients, and the elderly. “We don’t spend a lot of time dealing with missing people who aren’t particularly important; who don’t have a lot of prestige,” said Egger, a University of Houston-Clear Lake professor and former police officer. It’s a public failing as well as a police failing, a common belief being that such people take big risks and get what they deserve.”6


This unsettling look into our society is starkly depicted in one of the more popular films based on Jack the Ripper, From Hell (2001) starring Johnny Depp as Inspector Abberline and Heather Graham as sex worker Mary Kelly. While there is much speculation on the part of the filmmakers, and the writers who created the graphic novels that the film evolved from, both the Inspector and Kelly were based on real people. In fact, Abberline has been depicted numerous times in film, including by Michael Caine in Jack the Ripper (1988) and by Clive Russell in Ripper Street (2012). Frederick Abberline was, indeed, the Chief Inspector of the London Police at the time of Ripper’s reign, although he was not clairvoyant as depicted in From Hell. If he was, perhaps the culprit would’ve been found! Another fictional aspect of Abberline in the film is his addiction to opium. Abberline’s drug use brings about visions of the murders, whether supernatural or hallucinatory. This led us to research what the reality of opium use was really like in Victorian London.




Aldgate Church in Whitechapel still stands today, although it has gone through several rehabilitations over the centuries. During one such renovation, the severed head of who is believed to be Henry Grey, First Duke of Suffolk, was found in the crypt. He had been executed in 1554 for treason.7





Virginia Berridge draws quite a vivid picture of the ubiquitous nature of opium in her article, “Victorian Opium Eating: Responses to Opium Use in Nineteenth Century England.” “In the first half of the nineteenth century, opium preparations were freely on sale to anyone who wanted to buy them, in any sort of shop; they were carried about the countryside by hawkers, sold in grocers and general stores and on market stalls.”8 As the decades wore on, it became clear that opium use was becoming a health crisis in England. Berridge describes the fallout:


A growing official uneasiness about opiate use did develop, however, and eventually found expression in the restrictions of the 1868 Pharmacy Act and in changed attitudes toward the drug. Statistics on opiate deaths caused concern too—the publication of coroner’s returns of deaths by poisoning in England and Wales in 1839 revealed that one hundred and eighty-six out of a total of five hundred and forty-three such deaths were the result of opium poisoning. The Registrar General’s Office collected scattered figures for opiate deaths which were published in the late thirties: in the two years 1838 and 1839, there were twenty-seven opiate deaths in London out of a total of one hundred and twenty-five poisonings. The 1840 report revealed that five deaths per million living were the result of opium poisoning. The first series of figures on opium beginning in the early 1860s showed the full extent of the situation: one hundred and twenty-six deaths from opiates in 1863, for instance, out of a total of four hundred and three poisoning fatalities, with eighty deaths in that year and ninety-five in 1864 from laudanum and syrup of poppies alone. Around a third of all poisoning deaths in the decade were the result of the administration of opiates, and the relatively high accidental, rather than suicidal, death rate from opiates bore witness to the drug’s easy availability.9


All of this occurred decades before Jack the Ripper and Inspector Abberline played cat and mouse in the 1880s. As depicted in the film, “riding the dragon,” or getting high on opium, was not considered as socially acceptable as it once was. Despite this, opium dens prevailed, especially in places as corrupt and dangerous as Whitechapel. Reporting on an opium den in Whitechapel in 1868, the French journal Figaro describes, “It is a wretched hole . . . so low that we are unable to stand upright. Lying pell-mell on a mattress placed on the ground are Chinamen, Lascars, and a few English blackguards who have imbibed a taste for opium.10


So, what, precisely, does opium do to a user’s body? In From Hell, Johnny Depp’s Abberline lies almost coma like, reveling in the relaxing properties of the drug derived from a poppy flower. Because about 15 percent of the alkaloids, or organic compounds, in opium are morphine, it causes both a “high” and dangerous side effects including cardiac arrest, lung edema, and respiratory collapse. Although the users in Victorian England didn’t understand its full potency, small amounts of opium can be useful for chronic health conditions if used under the direction of a physician. Thankfully, unlike the fictional Abberline in From Hell who died at a young age because of his opium addiction, the real Inspector refrained from such recreational drug use and lived to the ripe old age of eighty-nine.


Mary Kelly is considered the last known victim of Jack the Ripper. She had been married at age sixteen, losing her husband in a mining accident a few years later. Destitute, she became a sex worker with no other prospects on her horizon. Unlike the other victims, Kelly was killed indoors, and was mutilated the most profoundly after her death.This, of course, is quite dramatic in the film, as we, the viewers, have been following her journey to uncover the Ripper.
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Jack the Ripper was never identified.


One important achievement of From Hell is the humanization of the Ripper’s victims. Most serial killer movies based on reality tend to focus almost exclusively on the killers themselves. Because Jack the Ripper is never identified, and shown only in shadow and suggestion, this leaves room to empathize with not only Abberline, but most vitally, the women whose lives were taken.


The beginning sequence of From Hell begins with a look into the cramped, putrid life of those living in Whitechapel. Sex and drunkenness are on full display below the dimly lit businesses, an ideal spot for a man to go undetected. Jack the Ripper is not the only danger to his future victims; Mary Ann Nichols, Annie Chapman, Elizabeth Stride, Catherine Eddowes, and Mary Jane Kelly. Because these women were not bred in high society, they struggle to make enough money to even eat, much less thrive. The movie depicts the reality of gangs, misogyny, xenophobia, rape, and more. While there is speculation about these women’s true personalities and dreams, by watching From Hell, we can begin to understand the suffocating world they lived in.


Jack the Ripper’s shadowy presence still haunts the streets of Whitechapel. For twelve British pounds, you can join in on the Jack the Ripper Tour, a narrated walking group that meets at night. Highlights include “A warren of atmospheric old streets that have hardly changed since they formed the backcloth against which the Jack the Ripper saga was played out.”12 The prime suspects are also discussed. Was it John Pizer, a bootmaker known for assaulting sex workers? Could it be Dr. Thomas Neill Cream, a physician who would have certainly known how to dissect the bodies with such precision? Whoever it may have been, From Hell reminds us that Jack the Ripper’s story is more complex than just one monster stalking the streets. It is a story of the haves and have-nots, of women who were vulnerable victims simply because of their place in society.




The Ten Bells Pub where Mary Kelly drank before her murder has been the location of dozens of ghost sightings, including by live-in staff in the 1990s who reported a male figure dressed in Victorian garb lying next to them in bed.11







CHAPTER THREE


The Devil in the White City (H. H. Holmes)


“America’s first serial killer” is quite a foreboding moniker. H. H. Holmes wears that hat well. Unlike the slathering, depraved boogeymen who women and children feared would follow them down a dark alley, Dr. Holmes was the sort of gentleman mothers hoped their daughters would marry. Of course, his edifice of charm and ambition was exactly that: a weak mask that eventually slipped from the doctor’s face.


While many serial killers have been given the cinematic treatment, H. H. Holmes has found a resurgence of interest because of Erik Larson’s bestselling book The Devil in the White City: Murder, Magic, and Madness at the Fair that Changed America (2002). Nearly twenty years after its publication, the novel-style nonfiction account of H. H. Holmes’s depravity amid the Chicago World Fair is still a popular read. Currently, director Martin Scorsese and producer Leonardo DiCaprio are working to bring a television adaptation of Larson’s book to Hulu. Until then, H. H. Holmes will have to wait for his Hollywood treatment.
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Serial killer H. H. Holmes.


Because it has been well over a century since his murderous reign, the facts are fuzzy. This is a particular case where folklore and history blend. What we do know is that after receiving his medical degree from Michigan State University, Herman Mudgett thought it best to change his name. He was a young doctor, headed to the prosperous city of Chicago, and thus needed a bit of an ego boost. The name H. H. Holmes had the ring he longed for, a name that he felt fit his grand, new life. It was also a name that would become notorious across the United States, one synonymous with the likes of Jack the Ripper.




During college, H. H. Holmes was one of a group who stole cadavers from the medical school. They experimented on the bodies and claimed insurance on them for profit.1





Legend has it, though there is no proof, Holmes killed a pharmacist in order to obtain their drug shop, which was the catalyst for what would become Holmes’s “murder castle.” Just a few miles from the center of the Chicago World Fair, Holmes hired workers to expand on the pharmacy, developing it first into a sort of strip mall, and then into a structure designed to secretly torture and kill its inhabitants. In her article, “American Gothic: The Strange Life of H. H. Holmes,” Debra Pawlak describes the labyrinthine hotel:


Mazes of mystery entwined the second and third floors of Holmes’s castle. There were secret hallways and closets connecting the seventy-one bedrooms. Soundproof, and with doors that could only be locked from the outside, these “guest quarters“ were fitted with gas pipes attached to a control panel in Holmes’s bedroom. He turned them on and off at will. Holmes’s office, complete with an oversized stove, was also on the third floor adjacent to his walk-in vault. There were trap doors, sliding panels, stairs that led nowhere, and doors that opened to nothing but solid brick walls.2


Unbelievably, like the fictional “Demon Barber of Fleet Street,” Sweeney Todd, there was purposeful rigging to move the deceased. “Large, greased chutes led straight to the basement where Holmes kept an acid tank, a dissecting table . . . and a crematorium.”3


While many serial killers are defined by their specific aesthetic in chosen victim (think Ted Bundy’s penchant for college co-eds with long, brown hair), Holmes seemed to murder anyone who stood in the way of his burgeoning ego. This included his mistress Julia Smythe and her daughter Pearl, who both vanished under Holmes’s care after gossip that Julia had become pregnant with his child. Most disturbingly are his murders of Benjamin Pietzel and three of his children. Holmes convinced Pietzel that they could scam an insurance company by faking Pietzel’s death with a cadaver, but Holmes ultimately burned him to death, then murdered his kids Alice, Nellie, and Howard to obscure his misdeeds. His annihilation of this family ultimately led to Holmes’s capture and hanging in 1896.




A century after H. H. Holmes’s death, a rumor swirled that he had faked his hanging. In 2017, his body was exhumed, and with dental records it was proven to be Homes himself.4





Unlike many of Holmes’s supposed crimes, the slayings of the children were proven with irrefutable evidence. “Alice and Nellie’s bodies were found in a Toronto cellar. Later, authorities found teeth and pieces of bone among charred ruins that belonged to Howard in an Indianapolis cottage that Holmes had rented.”5 While I was watching a documentary on Holmes, H. H. Holmes: America’s First Serial Killer (2008), the term “Bertillon method” was used to describe how the investigators identified the bodies of Alice, Nellie, and their burned father, Benjamin in the late nineteenth century.


Developed by French police officer Alphonse Bertillon, this method was based in anthropometry, essentially the measurement of the human form. Before Bertillon, the only way for law enforcement to identify remains was through photographs which were rare and not particularly high quality. Raised in a family of statisticians, Bertillon believed that there had to be a better, more scientific way to discover a found body’s identity.


Bertillon took measurements of certain bony portions of the body, among them the skull width, foot length, cubit, trunk, and left middle finger. These measurements, along with hair color, eye color, and front- and side-view photographs, were recorded on cardboard forms measuring six and a half inches tall by five and a half inches wide. By dividing each of the measurements into small, medium, and large groupings, Bertillon could place the dimensions of any single person into one of two hundred and forty-three distinct categories. Further subdivision by eye and hair color provided for one thousand seven hundred and one separate groupings. Upon arrest, a criminal was measured, described, and photographed. The completed card was indexed and placed in the appropriate category. In a file of five thousand records, for example, each of the primary categories would hold only about twenty cards. It was therefore not difficult to compare the new record to each of the other cards in the same category. If a match was discovered, the new offense was recorded on the criminal’s card.6


Even Sherlock Holmes was a fan of this newfangled mathematical criminology, as referenced in Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Hound of the Baskervilles (1901), as Detective Holmes is considered the “second highest expert in Europe.”7




The Bertillon Method came to the US in 1887, first used in the Illinois State Penitentiary.8





While fiction authors like Sir Arthur Conan Doyle have long been influenced by true crime plaguing the news, it is no surprise that the wildly violent H. H. Holmes evokes the same creative interest. We had the great fortune to talk to horror writer Sara Tantlinger. Her book of poetry, The Devil’s Dreamland: Poetry Inspired by H. H. Holmes, won the 2018 Bram Stoker Award for Best Poetry Collection.


Meg: “Could you tell us what drew you to H. H. Holmes as a creative?” Sara Tantlinger: “I watched a documentary on Holmes a few years ago and was just fascinated. He’s surrounded by so many theories. Obviously, forensic science in the 1800s wasn’t quite capable of doing everything it can currently, so while we may speculate and have some evidence here and there about what Holmes did, how many victims he had, and what his motives were, the truth is, we will never know for sure. As a writer, that stark gray area invited me in to explore the twisted possibilities. I could take fact and imagination and create something entirely my own.”


Kelly: “In the author’s note of The Devil’s Dreamland, you point out that ‘this is not a history lesson’ and ‘both fact and speculation intertwine.’ Why was it important for you to say this to your readers?”


Sara Tantlinger: “Great question! I wanted my readers to know that, as a work of historical horror, not everything I wrote about was derived from what we believe may be ‘facts’ surrounding Holmes. But, at the same time, I completed such an intense amount of research. It was important for me to let readers know how dedicated I was to understanding anything I could about a man who was, frankly, impossible to understand or know.”


Meg: “Your point of view alters from victims and worried family members to wives of Dr. Holmes and, of course, the killer himself. Which was the most emotional for you to inhabit? What was it like getting inside such a sadistic man’s head?”


Sara Tantlinger: “The most emotional for me was thinking (and reading) about the many women whose entire lives he ruined. While he did not kill any of his three wives, he did murder mistresses and other women whom he charmed into giving him money, usually before killing them. These women had families who were searching desperately for them, hoping for a safe return, and simply not knowing why their loved ones had disappeared. I used great care when writing from their points of view and tried to give them voices and agency throughout their poems. Getting inside Holmes’s head was an interesting process. His prison diaries and memoirs are available through the Library of Congress, so I read through those a few times, which helped me see how articulate Holmes was. He wrote lies in such an idyllic way . . . and focusing on that snakelike charm helped me see how he convinced his victims to do what they did. I had to focus on it heavily and didn’t really go out or communicate a lot with my friends for a few months because the research coupled with my dark imagination running wild created an atmosphere I knew I needed to stay entrenched in to complete the work.”


Kelly: “In your poem, ‘Holmes vs. The Ripper, Part II’ you imagine what H. H. Holmes would make of the news stories of Jack the Ripper from across the pond. Do you agree with Holmes’s assessment, that he had a different motive and method? Or do you find them quite similar?”


Sara Tantlinger: “While I think Holmes and the Ripper might have found a great deal to talk about had they ever met, I wanted to do the ‘Holmes vs. The Ripper’ poems in particular because of how much I disagree with the theory that they could have been the same person. Even if it was logistically possible in regard to time periods and locations, the Ripper was grossly intimate with his victims and very specific with his targets. Holmes was more of a coward until the person became only a body, and then he seemed more able to strip the skeleton of its flesh. His motives seemed to be entirely for monetary gain or to get rid of an inconvenience. I haven’t studied the Ripper enough to know everything about him, but it seems he received more . . . enjoyment from his actions compared to Holmes.”


Meg: “Anything else you’d like to add about your journey writing this book?”
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