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To my many nieces and nephews, my most faithful readers
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MURDER COMES TO FALL RIVER

Ready for his day, Andrew J. Borden left his house around nine a.m. and headed to the business district of  Fall River, Massachusetts, a city he had called home his entire life. He had taken this morning stroll for years. He had no idea that this would be the last time he’d do it.

The Borden name was well known in this manufacturing city along the Quequechan River. Andrew’s ancestor Richard Borden had settled in Rhode Island during the 1630s, and other relatives then moved into nearby Fall River. Some of the Bordens became important business owners and leaders of the community. One distant relative of Andrew’s was president of the Fall River Railroad, while another ran the local ironworks. Those Bordens and their closest family members were some of the richest people in town.

Andrew, though, came from a much simpler background. He had trained as a carpenter before going into the furniture business. Over the years, he became a successful businessman and investor. One local resident described him as “just and honest” but also “hard, stern, and puritanical.” 1 Despite making plenty of money from his business dealings, Borden didn’t like to spend it. It was said that Borden boasted he had never foolishly spent a single dollar. Even with his success, he chose to live with his family on Second Street rather than in the neighborhood known as the Hill, the most fashionable part of the city. Still, the Borden home was comfortable, and the family’s neighbors included doctors and other professionals. Borden saw no need to show off his wealth by moving to a larger, fancier home. Besides, living at 92 Second Street gave him an easy walk into town.

When Borden set out on the morning of  Thursday, August 4, 1892, he wasn’t feeling so well. Two days earlier he had come down with an upset stomach, most likely from a case of food poisoning. The family had eaten some leftovers that had gone bad in the summer humidity. This day was already starting out as another muggy one.

As he ran his errands, Borden passed a building he owned that had his name prominently displayed on the front. He then stopped in briefly at the National Union Bank, where he was president. He continued on to the post office before heading to another bank; for that one, he served on the board of directors. Going to the banks to deposit a check or carry out some other business was almost a daily ritual for Borden. He also stopped to chat with people on the street. That day he talked with Jonathan Clegg, a store owner who rented space from him. Borden also went to one of his properties where workmen were making repairs. But at least one person Borden met that day noticed that the businessman was still under the weather. The lingering queasiness in his stomach may have led Borden to cut short his daily rounds and head back home.

Andrew Borden lived with his wife, Abby, and his adult daughters, Emma and Lizzie, the children from his first marriage. The family had had a houseguest the night of August 3: John Morse, Mr. Borden’s brother-in-law from his first marriage. Morse and Borden often talked business. That morning the two men and Mrs. Borden had breakfast together; then Morse left the house shortly before Borden, though he expected to return for dinner. Emma was away visiting friends, so just Lizzie, Mrs. Borden, and the housekeeper, Bridget, were home when Mr. Borden returned.

[image: Image]

THE FIRST BLOODY BODY

HE WENT FIRST to the side door and, finding it locked, went next to the front door. That door was locked too, and he fumbled a bit with his keys. Inside, Bridget heard him at the door and came over to let him in. She was surprised to find it locked and let out a little cry of frustration as she tried to open it. Lizzie was upstairs at the time, by the front stairs, and she laughed as she heard Bridget’s troubles with the door.

Lizzie soon came down to greet her father. He sat in the dining room, reading, and she asked if he had any mail for her. He said no. Then Lizzie told her father that Mrs. Borden was not home after all. Someone had come to the door earlier in the morning with a note that asked Abby to go visit a sick friend.

As she did her chores, Bridget saw Mr. Borden walking through the house before he finally settled down in the sitting room to read the newspaper. In the dining room, Lizzie had set up an ironing board to iron handkerchiefs—one household task she always did herself. Thanks to her father’s money, Lizzie didn’t have to work. She could sleep late, as she had that morning, and generally avoid doing much housework. Cleaning their own rooms was about all Lizzie and her sister regularly did. Taking a break from her ironing, Lizzie went into the kitchen and mentioned to Bridget that Mrs. Borden had gone out. Then the two young women discussed a sale at a local store.

By now, Mr. Borden had stretched out his tall, thin body on the sofa in the sitting room. When Lizzie saw him, he had stopped reading and was simply resting. Lizzie then went outside for a few minutes. Meanwhile, Bridget went upstairs to take a break from her chores. She heard a bell ringing in the distance at city hall, signaling that it was eleven o’clock. A few minutes later Bridget heard Lizzie yelling her name from downstairs, saying, “Come down quick. Father’s dead. Somebody came in and killed him.” 2 Later, though, Lizzie said that in that moment, she wasn’t sure whether he was dead, but she was “so frightened and horrified”  by what she saw. 3

Bridget rushed down the stairs and found Lizzie standing by the bloody body of Andrew Borden. But he was not merely bloody—his head and face had been hacked with an ax, leaving a hole in his skull and deep cuts that had splattered the walls with blood. One eyeball had been sliced in half. “Go for Dr. Bowen,” Lizzie ordered, and Bridget ran out to get the doctor, who lived across the street. 4

As Bridget dashed across the street to look for Dr. Bowen, Adelaide Churchill was returning from grocery shopping. She lived next to the Bordens. She saw Bridget leave the doctor’s house alone and head back home. The neighbor noticed the housekeeper’s frightened look. Churchill then went inside to put away her groceries. Looking through a window, she saw Lizzie outside by the side door. She, too, looked frightened or upset. Opening the window, Churchill asked Lizzie if something was wrong. Lizzie replied, “Oh, Mrs. Churchill, do come over; somebody has killed father.” 5

Churchill quickly ran over. Bridget was gone again, as Lizzie had sent her to get Alice Russell, one of her friends. Churchill arrived to see Lizzie sitting on a step of the house’s back stairs. She explained that she had been in the barn, heard a noise, and come into the house to find her father’s mutilated body. Churchill asked where Mrs. Borden was, and Lizzie said, “I don’t know where Mrs. Borden is. I think she is out, but I wish you would look.” 6 Lizzie explained again about the note Abby Borden had received that morning, and while she assumed her stepmother had gone out, she didn’t know for sure if she had returned. Lizzie said she might have heard her come in. If Abby had returned, she might have suffered the same bloody fate as Mr. Borden.
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ANOTHER GRUESOME DISCOVERY

SINCE DR. BOWEN wasn’t home, Lizzie asked Churchill to go search for another doctor. The neighbor headed out, leaving Lizzie alone at the crime scene, but not for long. Dr. Bowen came home and his wife told him about trouble at the Borden residence. He went over and found Lizzie in the hall. By then, both Bridget and Churchill had returned. Lizzie explained that her father had been killed. Bowen asked if she had seen anyone, and Lizzie said no. After Bowen announced that Mr. Borden was indeed dead, Lizzie asked him to send a telegraph to her sister Emma to tell her what had happened. While the doctor was away, Lizzie once again said that Mrs. Borden could be in the house too. Bridget and Churchill went upstairs—Bridget refused to go alone—and the two made a gruesome discovery in the guest bedroom. Even before they reached the top of the stairs, they could see a body lying under the bed. Without looking any further, Churchill was sure it was the dead body of Abby Borden, and she hurried back down the stairs, filled with fear. As a local newspaper later reported the scene, Abby “had died evidently where she had been struck, for her life blood formed a ghastly clot on the carpet.” 7

Fall River police soon arrived at the home, and as the day went on, Lizzie answered a barrage of questions from the officers investigating the crime. Her friend Alice Russell was there for much of the time, and the two women presented very different images. Officer Philip Harrington wrote in his notes that Russell was “very pale, and much agitated, which she showed by short sharp breathing and wringing her hands.” Lizzie, on the other hand, “talked in the most calm and collected manner; her whole bearing was most remarkable under the circumstances.” At one point, Harrington offered to wait till the next day to question Lizzie further, when she might be less upset. Lizzie replied, “No, I can tell you all I know now just as well as any other time.” The exchange with Lizzie did not sit well with Harrington. As he wrote in his notes, “I don’t like that girl.” 8

By nightfall, Second Street was still crowded with local people seeking more information about the horrible crime. Newspapers in and around Fall River reported what little was known at the time, including rumors that a Portuguese man who worked on a farm Andrew Borden owned was a suspect. The Boston Advertiser played up the gory nature of the murders, reporting that the Bordens’ heads were “chopped to pieces by repeated and fiendish blows with an axe.” The paper wrote that some twelve hours after the bodies were first discovered, “the police and the people are in just as utter ignorance as they were when it was first noised abroad this noon.” 9

Within a few days, however, the police had a suspect in the grisly murders: Lizzie Borden. Her parents’ murders and then her trial captivated the country. Some people couldn’t imagine that a young woman from a wealthy and respectable family could commit such a crime. Others, though, saw Lizzie as cool and calculating—and able to kill in cold blood. Here is her story.



THE FAMOUS RHYME

More than 120 years after the murder of Andrew and Abby Borden, the most some people know about the case comes from a simple rhyme:

Lizzie Borden took an axe

And gave her mother forty whacks,

When she saw what she had done,

She gave her father forty-one.

The little poem has been called a nursery rhyme and a jump-rope song, and it seems children began reciting it not long after the crime. The rhyme, though, is not historically accurate, as the killer used only twenty-nine blows of the murder weapon, not the eighty-one mentioned. The rhyme has had several variations, as explained by Olive Woolley Burt in her 1958 book, American Murder Ballads. In one version, after Lizzie delivered the first forty whacks, she “stood behind the door, and gave her father forty more.” Another version goes:

Andrew Borden, he is dead;

Lizzie hit him on the head.

Lizzie killed her mother, too—

What a horrid thing for Liz to do!  10
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FALL RIVER AND THE BORDENS

The city shocked by the news of Andrew and Abby Borden’s gruesome murders was a thriving one in 1892, with population of about seventy-five thousand. Fall River was named for the falling waters of the Quequechan River, with its eight separate falls powering the town’s first textile mills. Later, steam engines fed with coal spun the spindles that held the yarn that factory workers turned into cloth. The thousands of spindles in the mills led to Fall River’s nickname: the Spindle City. During Lizzie Borden’s life, Fall River became America’s leading textile city, and local companies shipped their products all over the world.

The town of Fall River was first established in 1803, and members of the extended Borden family played a part. The first town meeting was held in the home of Louisa Borden, and two other Bordens served on a committee to handle the town’s affairs. When Andrew J. Borden was born in 1822, Fall River had about three hundred families, and farming was still important for many people in and around the town. His father, Abraham, was not part of one of the wealthy Borden families. At times he held different jobs, including selling fish and working as a gardener. The town was just then beginning its days as a manufacturing center, with the Fall River Iron Works opening the year before Andrew was born. Other factories that made cloth soon followed. One of the mills, according to a 1911 history of the city, “was so great a wonder that people came from far and near to see it, for its size was remarkable in mill construction.” 11

While Andrew’s family lived a simple life, the boy experienced several exciting events. When he was nine, his aunt discovered a human skeleton surrounded by some arrowheads and a few metal objects. Some people thought it could have been the remains of a Viking, but the bones most likely came from a local Native American. The next year, all of Fall River buzzed with the discovery of a dead woman hanging from a pole. She was a weaver at one of the mills. A local minister was suspected of the crime, and news of it spread across the country—just as Andrew’s own murder later spurred widespread fascination.

Andrew Borden also experienced the Great Fire of 1843, which was supposedly started by local boys beginning their Fourth of July celebration two days early. Shifting winds probably prevented the blaze from raging across the whole town, but it still destroyed almost two hundred buildings. Residents quickly rebuilt, and Fall River continued to grow.

During these years, Andrew Borden received some schooling and also learned carpentry and worked as a cabinetmaker. He helped build the new city hall. Then he, his father, and his friend William Almy bought a building in the center of town. In March 1845 Andrew Borden and Almy went into business together at the site, making furniture. Over time, the partners expanded into making coffins and became undertakers, arranging funerals for local residents. Later they sold coffins made by other manufacturers, and an ad they ran in the newspaper described one casket with a glass top, offering “a view of the entire body after . . . enclosed.” 12



THE EMBALMING IN THE BASEMENT?

Undertaking—preparing a body for burial—was much different in Andrew Borden’s day than it is today. While one undertaker did develop chemicals to embalm, or preserve, the body, many simply used chunks of ice for that purpose. Borden and William Almy didn’t seem to have any particular skills as embalmers. Their services consisted of providing a casket, holding a wake for the surviving relatives, and carrying the coffin to the cemetery. In the years after Borden’s death, stories began to circulate around Fall River about how he had conducted his funeral business. One of them was still being reported during the 1960s, in Victoria Lincoln’s book A Private Disgrace: Lizzie Borden by Daylight. Lincoln grew up in Fall River and her parents had known Andrew and Abby Borden. Lincoln wrote that people in the city “used to enjoy saying that he cut off the feet of corpses so that he could cram them into undersized coffins that he got cheap.” 13 The myth tied into Borden’s reputation for being tight with money. And given the bloody nature of his own death, the myth seemed to suggest that he might have gotten what he had coming.



Later in 1845 Andrew married Sarah Morse. She was a seamstress, and little is known about her, though she did pose for two pictures that survive today. During the first few years of his marriage, Andrew Borden focused on growing his business rather than starting a family, and he and his partner Almy did well. Finally, in 1851, he and Sarah had their first child, a daughter they named Emma.

[image: Image]

THE NEW MRS. BORDEN

THE BORDENS LIVED for a time with Andrew’s father on Ferry Street, then moved to another house the Borden family owned on that street. In 1856 Andrew and Sarah had a second daughter, Alice, but she died of illness before her second birthday. Then, in 1860, the Bordens had their third and last child: Lizzie Andrew. Before Lizzie’s third birthday, Sarah Borden died, leaving Andrew to raise his two daughters on his own. Before she died, Emma later recalled, her mother told her to “always watch over ‘baby’ Lizzie.” 14

Sometime after this, Andrew Borden met Abby Gray in church. Abby’s family had also gone through upheaval during the early 1860s. Her mother died in 1860, and her father soon remarried and had a child. Abby was thirty-seven years old and still living at home at the time, and by the standards of the day she was considered a spinster—an older woman who had not and might never marry. When Andrew Borden proposed in 1865, she accepted. Some people have wondered if the couple was really in love, noting that Andrew didn’t wear a wedding ring. Perhaps he thought his children needed a mother. But no one disputed that Abby was a kind woman, and some noted that she tried to have a good relationship with her stepdaughters.

Lizzie grew up on Ferry Street, which was home to mill workers and craftspeople, though both wealthier and poorer families lived on nearby streets. She walked to her elementary school, which, given Fall River’s fast growth, probably had overcrowded classrooms. Her neighborhood reflected the ethnic diversity of the city. Fall River was founded by Yankees—Protestants with roots in England who had settled in New England decades or even centuries before. Many of the newcomers, though, came from Ireland, the French-speaking part of Canada, and Portuguese islands called the Azores. Most belonged to the Roman Catholic Church. The French Canadians, in particular, came to dominate the city’s working class. Yankee families, however, typically saw themselves as forming a higher social class than the more recent Catholic arrivals.

Lizzie received most of her schooling at the Morgan Street School, which she attended from grades three through eight. One person who had a good chance to observe Lizzie and her family during some of those years was Horace Benson. He rented a room in a house on Second Street, where the Bordens had moved to in 1872, and he was also the principal of the Morgan Street School. Years later Benson recalled Lizzie as an “average scholar, neither being exceptionally smart, nor noticeably dull.” He, like others who knew Lizzie then, also commented on her “varying moods.” 15 Some students of the Borden case wonder if she might have had a touch of depression or mental illness that ran in her family.

After the Borden murders, a few people noted that Sarah Borden’s family had several members that some Fall River residents considered odd or perhaps emotionally unstable. Sarah herself was said to have a bad temper. One resident went so far as to say that some members of the Morse family “are worse than insane.” 16 At least one other Fall River resident, however, rejected the idea that either the Borden or Morse families had been touched by mental illness.

Principal Benson also seemed to have some knowledge of Lizzie and Emma’s relationship with their stepmother. Benson said that Abby Borden tried but failed to win her new daughters’ love, and that Lizzie “was never fond of her . . . and in many ways showed her dislike of her father’s second wife.” 17 Instead Lizzie was close to her older sister, who seemed to have taken to heart their mother’s dying words to watch over Lizzie. The two sisters lived together for decades. The only time Emma left the Borden home for any length of time was in 1867 and 1868, when she attended college in Norton, Massachusetts. As Lizzie later said, Abby had never really felt like a mother to her in many ways. If she had a problem, she explained, “I always went to my sister because she was older and had the care of me after my mother died.” 18
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HIGH SCHOOL YEARS

LIZZIE BORDEN ENTERED high school in 1875. As other students did at the time, she first had to take an exam to prove she was qualified. Although not extremely popular with other students, she did have several close friends. She and her sister also seemed to have a flair for fashion, as photos of them from their teenage years show. They wore stylish clothes, and Emma had her hair fancily done. The pictures suggest that while Mr. Borden could be cheap, he was willing to spend some money on his daughters.

Money seemed to be an issue at times between the daughters and their father. While their Second Street home was comfortable, the girls would have preferred to live in the much nicer part of Fall River, on the Hill. And whatever fine things their father bought them, they still felt somewhat cheated. As one resident recalled, they “saw girls whose fathers’ resources were not one-tenth of theirs lapped in luxuries which were denied them.” 19

The family house did have what were then modern conveniences. It had central heating, powered by a coal-burning furnace, and the house was connected to the city water supply. The two sinks, though, had only cold water. At a time when many families still used outhouses, the Bordens also had a flush toilet, though it was in the basement, two floors below the family’s bedrooms. That meant that at night, the family sometimes used pots or pails to hold their waste, rather than making the trip downstairs. In what some people took as another example of Andrew Borden’s cheapness, he sometimes stocked the toilet with old newspapers rather than softer paper.
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