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Introduction

The first settlers of Massachusetts came from England and Holland, seeking religious and political freedom. Crammed aboard the ship Mayflower, they stopped briefly off Cape Cod to sign the future colony’s first binding government contract—the Mayflower Compact. These separatists from the Church of England, known as the Pilgrims, landed at Plimoth (Plymouth) in December 1620. As the fledgling settlement struggled for survival, a handful of other villages sprang up south of Cape Ann before 1630, when eleven ships carrying one thousand people arrived to establish the Massachusetts Bay Colony in the lands around Boston.

These were the Puritans, high-minded folk driven to establish “a Citty upon a Hill,” a purified model of faith and order for the world. Thousands more soon followed, increasing the size and sway of Governor John Winthrop’s well-financed and fervent colony, whose plainly-garbed officials were as keen to guide their predecessors as their companions. From here emanated the unbending drive to unify these towns under one masthead. If Winthrop’s Puritans, like Calvinists, believed that salvation was predetermined, they also asserted that God spared an unknowable chosen few; therefore, they advocated a life of unyielding piety and discipline. If they might never be saved, those who followed God’s covenant would nevertheless be better equipped to live in a difficult and damned world.

Tolerance, then, was in short supply across the territory as it progressed toward royal colonial status. The Massachusetts government was sufficiently forbidding to drive free thinkers like Salem minister Roger Williams into the howling New England wilderness in the dead of winter in 1635. Seeking to create a legitimate city on a hill, Williams founded Providence, Rhode Island, the following year. Subsequent challenges from Rev. John Wheelwright and Anne Hutchinson met with equal rigor from the Boston church, whose grim-faced leaders excommunicated both subversives. Wheelwright rode north to settle Exeter, in what would become New Hampshire; Hutchinson followed Williams south, where she founded the town of Portsmouth. By the mid-1650s, Plymouth Colony governor William Bradford was watching his bustling settlement with a raised eyebrow. “Marvilous it may be to see and consider how some kind of wickedness did grow & breake forth here,” he wrote in Of Plimoth Plantation, “in a land wher the same was so much witnessed against, and so narrowly looked unto, & severly punished when it was knowne; as in no place more, or so much, that I have known or heard of.” Incidents of drunkenness especially troubled him, but far worse lay ahead.

In 1692, as a new, more tolerant royal charter established the encompassing province of Massachusetts Bay, a shocking crisis tested colonial justice when a handful of idle young Salem girls began accusing adults of witchcraft. Eager to stamp out the trouble, new governor William Phips responded with a no-nonsense court that sentenced twenty men and women to death before town officials came to their senses.

Life in a forbidding world combined with the harsh discipline of spiritual life bred the hard-working and hard-bitten people of Massachusetts. But did it also breed a unique type of criminal? In 1778, a miserably married Bathsheba Spooner thought freedom lay in the murder of her husband. Charles Stuart seems to have thought similarly two hundred years later. Bloody hatred or vengeance seems to have cost the Bordens of Fall River their lives in 1892. But what was behind the fantastic Brink’s robbery or the shocking South Braintree murders attributed to Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti? What drove a group of New Bedford men to sexually assault a woman on a public pool table? What pushed a respected college professor to kill a young woman in respectable Sharon? And what of the awful crimes committed by the notorious Boston Strangler?

Two-and-a-quarter centuries of crime across the sprawling United States have proved that deadly character flaws, fanaticism, greed, lust, and jealousy are not restricted to folks of a particular era, class, faith, or state. If Bay State lawbreakers were made of different stuff, their motives and fortunes—as the infamous cases dealt with herein show—were common to criminals everywhere.
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A curious crowd of five thousand gathered around a small green in Worcester on July 2, 1778, to witness something unusual: a multiple hanging. British Army deserters James Buchanan and William Brooks, Continental soldier Ezra Ross, and pregnant homemaker Bathsheba Spooner were getting the rope for killing Mrs. Spooner’s thirty-seven-year-old husband, Joshua, a prosperous Brookfield farmer. The murder stunned a pious community already reeling from the shock of revolution.

The ugly affair began in early 1777 when an exhausted sixteen-year-old soldier, Ezra Ross, faltered at the Spooner farm while trying to stagger home to Ipswich. Bathsheba Spooner—the daughter of British Brig. Gen. Timothy Ruggles—took the sickly youngster into her home to recuperate. During subsequent visits to the farm, Ross apparently fell for his comely caretaker. And Bathsheba, a thirty-one-year-old mother of three locked in an unhappy marriage, reciprocated.

By early 1778, Mrs. Spooner was pregnant, apparently with young Ross’s child. She also had befriended a pair of escaped British prisoners, Buchanan and Brooks, whom she allowed to camp in her barn in defiance of her outraged husband. There, between swallows of liquor, she and her fellow malcontents entered into a clumsy conspiracy.

In the cold, late-evening darkness of March 1, Joshua Spooner stumbled home and into an ambush. Plied with liquor, Brooks beat and strangled him to death while Bathsheba listened in a nearby room. The three soldiers then stuffed Spooner’s stiffening corpse into the family well, divvied up his personal belongings, and rode off. Within two days, however, all four guilt-stricken conspirators had been rounded up. Indicted on April 7, each was convicted following a remarkably swift, one-day trial in May. No provision for appeals then existed, and calls for a delay in Mrs. Spooner’s hanging in order to save her unborn child were dismissed.

Reporting on the hangings that July, the Massachusetts Spy described the convicts’ last moments:

The halters being fastened; the malefactors pinioned, and their faces covered, the sheriff informed them that he should drop the stage immediately; upon which Mrs. Spooner took him by the hand and said, “My dear sir! I’m ready! in a little time I expect to be in bliss: and but a few years must elapse when I hope I shall see you and my other friends again.” They all were calm and almost smiled at the approach of death, considering the king of terrors but as a kind messenger to introduce them to the regions of eternal joys.

Moments later, trapdoors sprang open and four nooses did their deadly work.

It took the sickening murder and dismemberment of an upstanding Boston citizen in 1849 to top the legendary Spooner killing. George Parkman and John Webster were two well-known Harvard University men. Parkman was an advocate for the insane and a real estate magnate. Webster was a medical doctor in serious debt to the former. Frustrated, Parkman eventually threatened legal action against his struggling, one-time friend. At about 1:45 PM on November 23, Parkman entered the Massachusetts Medical College and never came out. With motive, opportunity, and a flimsy alibi, the normally good-natured Webster was immediately suspected. But where was his victim’s corpse? A week later, Parkman’s dismembered and partially incinerated body was discovered in a chemical laboratory vault—suspiciously, many later said, by a college janitor who went looking for it. “A little later,” the Boston Globe related with distaste, “other parts were found in a tea chest.” By later standards, justice worked swiftly. Tried, convicted, and sentenced to death, Webster went to the gallows on August 30, 1850. The Parkman case would spring to the minds of history-minded Bostonians 133 years later, the next time the state would try a defendant without having a victim’s whole body.

But as the prim and proper Victorian Age slowly wound down, staid old Massachusetts remained unprepared for such shocking and violent outbursts in its midst. And the next one promised to top them all.


CHAPTER 1

The Case of Lizzie Borden
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If they could not yet understand the dark truth behind it, most New Englanders born during the twentieth century heard the following ditty some time in their youth:

Lizzie Borden took an ax,

And gave her mother forty whacks,

When she saw what she had done,

She gave her father forty-one.

No crime is as indelibly etched into American memory as the murders of Andrew and Abby Borden, thanks in part to this seemingly innocuous schoolyard rhyme. The horror of these brutal killings was magnified by their immediate connection to the victims’ own daughter.

In August 1892, Lizzie Borden had just turned thirty-two. Aside from a recent eye-opening trip to Europe, she had spent her entire life in Fall River, graduating from high school into an unmoving adulthood. Whether because of her middling looks or her imposing father, she remained unmarried and devoted much of her time to the Fall River Hospital, the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, and the Central Congregational Church, where she taught Sunday school. Her closest friends were probably her spinster sister Emma and neighbor Alice Russell. Alice sensed a desire within both sisters for something more than the lonely, unchanging, and frigid world of the Borden home. But closed-minded Andrew Borden “did not care for anything different,” Alice noted, and discouraged such thought. “The father was the head of the house; they had to do as he thought.”

Andrew Jackson Borden was a major player in the industrial and financial scene of Fall River, a flourishing, if divided, city of 105,000. The city had an increasingly diverse mix of Yankee natives, English, Irish, French-Canadians, Portuguese, and other nationalities. Like countless other New England factory towns, massive brick factories had forced their way into the cityscape, as the booming textile industry challenged the town’s heritage as a commercial fishing center. Its profitable yarn mills and cotton-processing plants, in fact, had earned it the title “Queen City of Cotton.”

The working heart of these facilities was their immigrant workers and an extraordinarily large pool of child laborers. Many of the factory employees lived in the brick tenements of surrounding mill villages. This convenient, but constricting, company housing kept them uncomfortably close to the machines from which they earned their generally meager pay.

Andrew Borden was a major investor in several of these mills, president of Union Savings Bank, and a member of the board of directors of three other institutions. His forebears had once owned virtually the entire city, but his father had squandered it all, leaving his son to make his own fortune. With earnings from his work as a casket salesman for a city company, Andrew jumped into the real estate business. Then with a partner, he launched Borden and Almy, a diverse furniture warehouse that also doubled as an undertaking business. After thirty-four years of success, Andrew retired in 1878 to tend to his real estate investments and numerous other properties. Easily recognizable on city streets, he was white-whiskered and grim-faced, resembling an Old Testament prophet in an aging black suit. If his name wasn’t known by virtually every city resident already, it was after he built an expansive structure that dominated an entire downtown block and called it the A. J. Borden Building.

Although Borden’s stature inspired respect among upper strata businessmen, he seemed a difficult man to like. “He was positive in his views, unbending in will, and at times appeared to lack sympathy,” the Fall River Daily Globe reported in 1892, “although he had considerable leisure time, was rarely to be found where men are accustomed to congregate.” His own brother-in-law, Hiram C. Harrington, painted an uglier picture of the man, saying that following his father’s death, Andrew offered to sell his sister, Lurana Borden Harrington, their father’s property. “My wife preferred to take the money,” Harrington recalled, “and after the agreements were all signed, to show how close he was, he wanted my wife to pay an additional $3.00 for water tax upon the homestead.” By 1892, seventy-year-old Andrew had amassed a private fortune estimated between $300,000 and $500,000, wealth that by all accounts he nurtured with the miserly care of a tight-fisted accountant. With daughters Lizzie and Emma and his wife of thirty-seven years, Abby, he lived modestly in a drab, two-story home at 92 Second Street. Sixty-four-year-old Abby was his second wife; his first wife, the former Sarah Anthony Morse, died in 1863 after giving birth to three daughters (the third, Alice, had died at twenty months). Andrew, the Providence Daily Journal noted after his death, “lived in about the style of a laborer earning $2.00 a day.”

His house may have been fairly comfortable, but it was a mean one for a man in his position to occupy. His table was scantily supplied, and the other household expenses were cut down to the lowest limit. He grudged his wife and daughters everything, even the attendance of a physician when they were ill.

Uninterested in the trappings of the town’s wealthier set—most of whom lived in stately mansions up on “The Hill”—Borden preferred to reside close to the city’s bustling commercial district in order to closely monitor his rambling business interests. Ambling into town on foot, he would sometimes sell eggs along the way. While Emma Borden would later dispute widespread reports of her father’s thrift, she and Lizzie surely lived beneath the family’s ample means. The cramped Borden home’s only water closet sat in the basement, and it lacked electricity or a telephone, features that by 1892 were common to many homes.

The summer passed uneventfully until August 2, when sickness strickened the household. Despite her husband’s protests, Abby Borden, suspecting food poisoning, struggled across the street to consult Dr. Seabury Bowen, who pointed to leftovers in the Borden kitchen as the cause of her agony.

The morning of August 4 began quietly enough. The household stirred shortly after 6:00 AM, when Bridget Sullivan, a twenty-six-year-old Irish immigrant and family servant known to the Borden sisters as “Maggie,” prepared breakfast for Andrew, Abby, and Abby’s brother John Morse, who was in town for a visit. By the time Lizzie came downstairs just before 9:00 AM, Morse had headed into town. Within a few minutes, Andrew departed for a morning of errands and Abby headed back upstairs to tidy up the guest room. Lizzie, after a light breakfast, prepared to do some ironing. Some time during the next half hour, as Bridget washed dishes in the kitchen, someone killed Abby, leaving her body in a heap on the guestroom floor.

At about 10:30 AM, Bridget, having finished washing the first-floor windows outside, was starting on their insides when Andrew returned. While he milled about, Bridget finished up her work, then chatted briefly with Lizzie before heading upstairs for a nap. She was just dozing off when Lizzie’s voice startled her from below: “Bridget, come down quick! Father’s dead! Someone came in and killed him!”

A flurry of activity followed. Lizzie dispatched a frantic Bridget across the street to fetch help. Meanwhile, tipped off by a phone call from a local merchant, Fall River police sent Officer George Allen to the house to investigate. By a strange coincidence, much of the force happened to be out of town on an excursion to the Rhode Island beach resort Rocky Point. Nevertheless, other officers followed quickly, pushing through a dense crowd to enter the house and reel in horror before the grotesque scene. Dr. Bowen arrived, rushed off to telegraph Emma—who was visiting friends in the nearby town of Fairhaven—and then returned to minister to Lizzie. Shortly before 11:30, the bewildered woman suddenly asked after her stepmother, who she said had left the house earlier that morning after receiving a note. Bridget, steadied by next-door neighbor Adelaide Churchill, crept upstairs to find Abby’s prone body, her blood seeping on the guestroom carpet. By the time John Morse returned shortly before noon, an inquisitive Fall River Daily Globe reporter was sniffing at the heels of policemen as they swarmed through the house.

By any standards, the investigation was sloppily done, with police tramping all over the Borden property well into the night. No murder weapon lay at hand; nothing appeared to have been stolen from the house. Other than the spilled blood of the victims, few hints to the killer’s identity were found. The house was well secured as usual, with locks to the outside doors fastened. Moreover, Bridget’s conspicuous presence, coupled with the close proximity of neighboring houses, leaned against intrusion by an outsider. “No more cunning plan had ever been hatched in a madman’s brain,” wrote Fall River Globe police reporter Edwin H. Porter, “and no more thorough work was ever done by the guillotine.”

Guided by Bridget, police tramped downstairs to find numerous hatchets. The handle of one of these appeared to have been recently broken near its sharpened head, which lay covered in ashes. Prosecutors would later introduce this “handleless hatchet” as a possible murder weapon. Upstairs, the assistant city marshal, John Fleet, questioned Lizzie. She said she found her father after she returned from the barn, where she had been searching for fishing sinkers. When Fleet asked about her mother, the upset, but by now sedated Lizzie responded, “She is not my mother, sir. She is my stepmother. My mother died when I was a child.” Then Lizzie described the family’s recent sickness, which she said she suspected was the result of tampered-with milk. (This subsequently sent police scurrying across town to drug stores trying to determine if anyone had recently purchased poison. Eli Bence, a clerk at D. R. Smith’s Pharmacy, revealed that a young woman had indeed tried to buy prussic acid, supposedly for cleaning, a few days earlier. Bence would later identify the woman as Lizzie Borden herself.) The tone of Lizzie’s statements surprised some of the investigators, who found her disturbingly calm.

The horrid state of the victims shocked even Dr. Bowen, who believed that any one of the numerous wounds inflicted on Andrew Borden might have killed him. “Physician that I am, and accustomed to all kinds of horrible sights,” he said, “it sickened me to look upon the dead man’s face.” As for Abby, Bowen thought she had been surprised while making the guest room bed. Slashed from behind, he surmised, “she turned and the fiend chopped her head as if it had been a cake of ice. One blow killed the woman but the murderer kept on hacking at her until he was well satisfied that she was dead.”

Meanwhile, Dr. William A. Dolan’s medical team was undertaking to autopsy the victims’ bodies in the house’s sitting room. They found that the killer had attacked Abby from behind, striking her in the back with a heavy, edged weapon—perhaps a hatchet—then struck her head at least eighteen times. Catching Andrew dozing on the sitting room sofa, he (or she) had laid the bearded businessman’s face and head open to the skull in nearly a dozen places—and his left eye dangling grotesquely from its socket. The redundant wounds, the likes of which he and his associates had never seen, left Dolan aghast. Carefully removing the victims’ stomachs, the men searched for signs of poisoning.

By mid-afternoon, the Fall River Daily Herald was cranking out at a record rate newspapers offering sensational and inaccurate details of the crime, claiming the Bordens had died AT THE HANDS OF A DRUNKEN FARM HAND. In respectable Fall River, murder was exceedingly rare. The possibility that the culprit was a woman, especially the victims’ upright young daughter, increased the intrigue tenfold. By the following day, mortified Americans across the states were opening their newspapers to read erroneous and speculative accounts of the horror perpetrated in Fall River.

A number of questions immediately emerged. Who of Andrew Borden’s many enemies could have despised him enough to kill him and his wife? Perhaps a disgruntled employee? A mysterious stranger recently seen loitering about the house? An evicted tenant? Was John Morse’s recent arrival just a coincidence? And did Lizzie Borden’s perplexing behavior in the wake of the killings suggest her involvement?

As a titillated public gossiped about possible suspects, Fall River police formulated their own list, beginning with the Borden home’s residents. Of Bridget, one reporter wrote: “If an honest appearing face was to acquit a person of a crime, Miss Sullivan has that face.” The Bordens’ servant was quickly ruled out. But the two sisters, Lizzie and Emma were rumored to dislike and resent their charmless stepmother. Emma, though away at the time of the crime, nevertheless made the list for possible complicity, while Lizzie’s presence in the house on August 4 made her an obvious suspect. Had she and her sister enlisted a confederate to do the job, as scurrilous newspaper reporters speculated? And if Lizzie had committed the crimes herself, the public wondered, why had she borne no obvious signs of such a bloody deed?

John Morse also had to be considered. The younger brother of Lizzie and Emma’s deceased mother, sixty-five-year-old Uncle John was a Fall River native and long-time Iowa farmer who now lived in nearby South Dartmouth. He had arrived at the Borden home to discuss a land transaction with Andrew the day before the murders. Had he orchestrated the crimes in collusion with his unhappy nieces or was the timing of his visit just a coincidence? Whatever Morse’s reasons for being in town, police quickly confirmed his alibi by checking with the operator of the streetcar he had taken during his travels on the morning in question.

And there were plenty of other leads. Police checked out and soon dismissed a pool of tips suggested by neighborhood residents, beginning with a woman supposedly seen exiting the Bordens’ yard on the morning of August 4. In search of relief, a sickly Mrs. Ellen Eagan had actually passed through the yard of the Bordens’ neighbor, Dr. Michael Kelly. Rumors pointed to one of Andrew’s tenants, a local tailor who rented a Fourth Street home from the deceased and had recently threatened his landlord during a dispute over late rent. His alibi was rock solid. Still others pointed to disgruntled former employees of Borden’s and even a mysterious Frenchman who was never identified.
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