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			Context

			While much has been written about the Chicago World’s Fair of 1893, also known as the World’s Columbian Exposition, little has been published in modern times about the serial killer who lurked at its fringes. The Devil in the White City is the first book to juxtapose the architectural splendor and tribulation of the fair’s construction with the horrific crimes and machinations of a man calling himself Dr. H. H. Holmes.

			On the heels of Jack the Ripper came Dr. H. H. Holmes, the prototype of the urban serial killer. Not only was he the first known serial killer in America, he became one of the most prolific murderers in history. That Daniel H. Burnham, the architect overseeing the fair’s construction, was able to pull off such a momentous feat of engineering and organization in less than two years is a compelling story in and of itself. However, when we see, side-by-side with Burnham’s journey, how a sociopath used the fair to feed his murderous predilections, both stories come to life as the yin and yang of light and darkness.

		

	
		
			Overview

			At the end of the nineteenth century, Chicago was a city of stockyards and smoke, impoverished citizens living cheek-to-jowl with the barons of industry, the height of the Gilded Age. It was a city yearning to make a name for itself on the world stage, to claim some respect on the world stage, like New York and Paris. In 1891, Chicago secured approval from Congress to host the 1893 World’s Fair, to be called the World Columbian Exposition in honor of the 400th anniversary of Christopher Columbus’s discovery of the New World.

			Daniel H. Burnham, a hard-working young architect, became the man who would bring an unbelievably ambitious project to beautiful, vibrant life. Working with the most respected architects of his age, from all over the United States, he oversaw a spectacle the world had never seen, the historic ripples of which resonate through to the modern age. The grandiose splendor of the fair, however, was marred by tragedy and lurking evil.

			In the shadows of the fair, America’s first urban serial killer bloomed into his full diabolical cunning. Dr. H. H. Holmes’s murder spree claimed perhaps as many as 200 victims. A textbook sociopath, Holmes grew rich through fraud and murder, constructing a hotel at the fringe of the fair and filling it with young single women for him to possess, dominate, and ultimately extinguish, trusting upon the chaotic influx of fairgoers to provide plausible deniability of any wrongdoing.

			Although Holmes and Burnham never met, Larson’s juxtaposition of their lives, triumphs, and depredations creates a stark contrast between the fair—known as the White City—and life in squalid, brutal Chicago—the Black City. It is this comparison that creates the book’s compelling narrative. Through meticulous research, the author weaves threads of the fair’s conception, construction, and tragic conclusion into Holmes’s schemes, victims, and horrors.

			All of this is skillfully intertwined with fascinating historical details. The 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition formed a nexus of technological innovations and historical personages: the alternating current electric light bulb, the world’s first Ferris Wheel, Buffalo Bill’s Wild West show, Frank Lloyd Wright, Helen Keller, Susan B. Anthony, Clarence Darrow, Nikola Tesla, Thomas Edison, Alexander Graham Bell, and even the Titanic. Richard Harding Davis called it “the greatest event in the history of the country since the Civil War.”

			In Larson’s own words, “beneath the smoke and loam, this book is about the evanescence of life, and why some men choose to fill their brief allotment of time engaging the impossible, others in the manufacture of sorrow. In the end, it is a story of ineluctable conflict between good and evil, daylight and darkness, the White City and the Black.”

		

	
		
			Summary

			Prologue

			Aboard the Olympic

			In April 1912, Daniel Burnham books passage across the Atlantic on the RMS Olympic. His long-ago partner on the Chicago World’s Fair, Frank Millet, is making his own crossing on the Olympic’s sister ship. Burnham tries to send a wireless message to Millet and ruminates on his fellow builders who have passed away in the nineteen years since the magnificence of the fair, the greatest achievement of Burnham’s life. His attempt to send a message is unsuccessful.

			Need to Know: The 1893 Chicago World’s Fair was a momentous event, a spectacular undertaking that brought together first the greatest builders of the age, and after its completion a host of historical personages. But there was a darkness lurking amid the splendor.

			Part I: Frozen Music

			1912

			The Black City

			It is easy to disappear in Chicago in 1893, easy to deny knowledge and mask that something foul is afoot. Thousands of trains come and go, bringing thousands of young women seeking work, a generation tasting a sort of freedom that women had not before enjoyed. Gambling houses, bars, and brothels blossom with authorities turning a blind eye. Advertisements circulate, cautioning young women to guard against unscrupulous “employers.”

			Need to Know: Chicago is a city ripe for the exploitation and victimization of women.

			“The Trouble Is Just Begun”

			A city of stockyards and squalor, trolleys and trash heaps, flies and foie gras, gilded carriages and new-moneyed barons of industry, Chicago yearns for its opportunity to prove itself on the world stage, to prove it can stand with the blue-blooded majesty of New York, the nation’s cultural capital, by bidding to host the World’s Fair. The city’s elite lobby heavily with other organizers and financiers to sway public opinion and members of Congress, with an eye toward outdoing Paris and its Eiffel Tower. They seek respect, recognition, and the immense wealth that such an event would bring.

			Chicago had undergone explosive growth in recent years. Its unique geology and proximity to Lake Michigan created a host of building challenges. Two young architects, Daniel Burnham and John Root, manage to solve many of those challenges with innovative foundation designs, which, along with Burnham’s great personal charisma, propel the firm to prominence.

			After five ballots, Chicago gains the votes necessary to win the bid. 

			Need to Know: Chicago wins the bid for the 1893 World’s Fair.

			The Necessary Supply

			In August 1886, Herman Webster Mudgett, going by the name Dr. Henry Howard Holmes, comes to Chicago seeking his fortune. A handsome man with startling blue eyes, he has already left his first wife, Clara Lovering, behind in New Hampshire, along with a string of other women with whom he had breached promise. According to his memoir, by this time he had already formed the soul of a con artist, describing an abortive attempt at life insurance fraud, in which he had traveled to Chicago before to acquire three cadavers.

			Mudgett settles in the booming suburb of Englewood and finds work as a doctor and pharmacist in a neighborhood drugstore, the proprietor of which is dying of cancer. After the owner’s death, Mudgett insinuates himself into the widow’s graces, takes over the store, and solidifies his identity as Dr. H. H. Holmes. The widow disappears soon after.

			Need to Know: We see the inception of the cunning sociopath. A consummate con artist, oozing with charisma, Holmes begins his career of fraud and murder.

			“Becomingness”

			Fair organizers spend six months wrangling over the location, burning up priceless design and construction time and putting Chicago at risk of becoming a global laughingstock. Burnham & Root will oversee the design and construction of the fair, and they begin recruiting their team of architects. Frederick Law Olmsted, landscape designer of New York’s Central Park, agrees to come on board to help choose the location. Due to its location abutting Lake Michigan, Olmsted advocates for Jackson Park as the site of the fair. A master of the sublime art of landscape design, Olmsted saw Jackson Park as the best site for a sense of holistic “becomingness.”

			Irish immigrant Patrick Prendergast writes scores of barely legible postcards to the most powerful men in Chicago. A fan of Carter Henry Harrison, the four-term mayor, the paranoid, delusional Prendergast believes that Harrison will grant him a prominent job in city government if Harrison were to win a fifth term as mayor in the April 1891 election.

			Burnham is appointed chief of construction of the World’s Fair, but there is still no place to put it.

			Need to Know: Fredrick Olmsted, the eminent landscape architect and designer of Central Park, throws his hat into the ring and advocates for locating the fair at Jackson Park. 

			“Don’t Be Afraid”

			Holmes loves the chaos of Chicago for its efficacy in concealing his crimes. He courts a woman he met in Minneapolis, Myrta Belknap, coaxes her to come to Chicago, and proceeds to seduce her. They soon marry, Holmes neglecting to tell her that he’s already married to Clara Lovering. Two weeks afterward, he files for divorce from Clara. Chicago’s glamour and dangerous energy captivate Myrta, even as she quickly grows jealous of the beautiful young women that seem to flock to Holmes. He buys a house for Myrta in Wilmette, close enough to visit but far enough for him to operate without interruption.

			As the suburbs boom, Holmes buys a vacant lot across the street from his drugstore, where he envisions a grand hotel, complete with shops, restaurants, and apartments. But he also envisions a number of sinister features, such as secret chutes and passages; an airtight, walk-in furnace; and hidden chambers in the basement. He finances the construction largely through fraud and credit. Due to the plenitude of desperate laborers, he can bring them in to work on the building and refuse to pay them after they had already done the work. Because of this high rate of turnover, no one knows the entirety of the building’s secrets. During the construction, Benjamin Pitezel becomes Holmes’s assistant. By the end of Holmes’s career, Pitezel would become Holmes’s “creature.”

			Holmes’s building is mostly finished by May 1890. Using a series of aliases, he buys furniture and fixtures on credit and never pays most of his creditors, confident he can avoid prosecution through guile and charm.

			Holmes learns that nearby Jackson Park has been selected as the site of the World’s Fair, turning his property into a potential mother lode of wealth and potential victims.

			Need to Know: Holmes’s string of wives continues, even as he conceives and begins construction on what would become known as his “Murder Castle.” When Jackson Park is chosen as the site of the fair, he is set to become not only flush with cash, but also with a steady stream of young, female victims.

			Pilgrimage

			Burnham travels to New York to recruit the eminent architects George B. Post, Charles McKim, and Richard M. Hunt. Their blatant skepticism of the project’s feasibility sends Burnham home unsuccessful. Back in Chicago, he has outraged local architects for approaching the easterners first. Root travels to New York to make another plea.

			Under the combined assurances of rich fees and disavowals of any artistic interference, the skeptical New York architects agree to come to Chicago for a meeting.

			Need to Know: Through personal charisma and determination Burnham and Root manage to snag the attention of the country’s most renowned architects.

			A Hotel for the Fair

			Holmes realizes that turning his building into a hotel for fairgoers is a gold mine. After the fair, he would burn the building to collect the insurance and destroy whatever evidence remained. To help deflect any future suspicion, he ingratiates himself with officers of the local police precinct. 

			Myrta’s great-uncle, Jonathan Belknap, suspicious of Holmes, visits the property and survives a probable murder attempt after Holmes identifies him as a lucrative target.

			Holmes installs a large furnace in the basement, ostensibly to manufacture glass. However, the furnace man later recognizes that the kiln would be perfect for a crematorium and would produce no odor.

			Need to Know: Holmes’s web of deception expands as he builds the necessary features into his “murder castle.”

			The Landscape of Regret

			The eastern architects come to Chicago to review Jackson Park and are appalled, protesting that “it can’t be done.” The park is overgrown, full of dead trees, and adjacent to a lake, the level of which fluctuates as much as four feet. The Chicagoans pull out all the stops with wining and dining and impassioned speeches about their vision for the fair, but the time for construction is just too short. The eastern architects leave unconvinced.

			Need to Know: With the eastern architects still refusing to get on board, the entire project seems lost.

			Vanishing Point

			Holmes hires Ned Conner as a pharmacist in his drugstore, quickly showing too much attention to Ned’s wife Julia and sister Gertie.

			One night, Holmes asks Ned to help him determine just how soundproof the big vault is.

			Vanishings in Chicago are commonplace. With an inept, corrupt police force, no one pays attention unless someone wealthy disappears. Found bodies are given to the medical college or the hospital for research and instruction. Skeletons are flensed and sold to doctors, museums, or private collectors.

			Need to Know: Chicago is a dark place, and Holmes is the darkest of predators.

			Alone

			The New York architects, led by Richard Hunt, unexpectedly agree to join the venture. They will become the fair’s Board of Architects. John Root falls ill with pneumonia, declines quickly, and dies. Burnham is devastated by the death of his closest friend, now left alone to undertake the Sisyphean task of shepherding the fair to completion.

			A major bank in Kansas City fails. Labor relations deteriorate. Strikes loom. There are fears of a cholera outbreak due to Chicago’s abysmal sewage system. Prendergast sinks further into madness. A serial killer writes, “I was born with the devil in me.”

			Need to Know: Even at the cusp of triumph with bringing the eastern architects into the fold and work finally getting underway, Burnham faces a mounting series of impossible obstacles.

			Part II: An Awful Fight

			Chicago, 1891–93

			Convocation

			The architects gather and present their designs for the fair’s buildings. The collective result is one that, if successful, will go down in history as a breathtaking architectural marvel. But time is too short, the designs too ambitious. They can’t pull it off. Olmsted and Burnham dispute their visions for the grounds and lakeshore. Olmsted strives for an aura of “mysterious poetic effect,” using only a minimum of flowers, focusing on the sublime power of greenery.

			It is all an extravagant vision, but can they accomplish it in less than fifteen months?

			Strikes erupt. Committees must decide everything. Burnham hires Charles B. Atwood, an opium addict, to replace John Root. With time so short, commissioners are sent abroad to bring back exhibits. Chicago readies itself for a surge in crime.

			Need to Know: The run-up to construction is a frenzy of desperation, with hundreds of steps all being taken in and out of order, and obstacles cropping up right and left.

			Cuckoldry

			Holmes instigates an affair with Ned Conner’s sister Gertrude. Gertrude flees back to Iowa in shame, falls ill, and dies. Ned’s wife Julia soon falls under Holmes’s spell. Holmes sells Ned the pharmacy.

			Creditors start to appear at the pharmacy demanding payment. Many of Holmes’s debts now belong to Ned, the owner of the pharmacy.

			After a final battle with Julia, Ned can take it no longer. He abandons Julia and his daughter Pearl to Holmes and moves out of town, filing for divorce as he goes.

			Holmes’s interest in Julia fizzles out quickly. Pearl’s accusatory glares grow tiresome.

			Need to Know: Holmes continues to leave the wreckage of human lives behind him, and sow the seeds of more foul play ahead.

			Vexed

			Designs are finalized, but construction problems abound, due in large part to the geology of Jackson Park. Burnham continuously butts heads with committees both local and national. Aggravation and delay became a way of life.

			The fair’s ultimate look begins to take shape, featuring immense palaces by Hunt, Post, and others around the Court of Honor.

			Designers and engineers are solicited for ideas to top Paris’s Eiffel Tower, the crowning achievement of the previous World’s Fair, but without success.

			To prevent outbreaks of disease during the fair, Burnham finds a reliable source of fresh water somewhere outside of Chicago and arranges, somewhat backhandedly, for it to be shipped to the fair.

			A battle ensues over the fair’s electric lighting between Westinghouse Electric (an alternating current design using patents acquired from Nikola Tesla) and General Electric Company (a direct current design formerly belonging to Thomas Edison). Westinghouse ultimately wins the bid and changes the course of the history of electricity.

			Need to Know: The Chicago World’s Fair was a nexus for changing the history of America at many levels, not least which is the electrical system used today. But by December 1891, construction is far, far behind schedule. Failure to finish on time will disgrace not only Chicago but the entire country.

			Remains of the Day

			Julia Conner is pregnant, but Holmes only agrees to marry her if she lets him perform an abortion. On Christmas Eve, he subdues her with chloroform and disposes of her, along with her daughter Pearl. Neighbors ask pointed questions about Julia’s welfare, but he puts them off with assurances that she left suddenly for Iowa. He pays a specialist for her cadaver to be articulated as a skeleton, and then sells the skeleton to Hahneman Medical College in Chicago. Demand for such bodies is high, and grave robbing is commonplace. No one asks where the bodies come from.

			Need to Know: Holmes continues his covert murder spree, relying on the unscrupulous and desperate to hide his tracks.

			A Gauntlet Dropped

			Battles over wages and working hours plague the construction, along with the onslaught of winter. Workers pour into Chicago to join the construction effort. Skirmishes erupt over exhibits, décor, building materials, and committee oversight. The US steel industry itself is brought to its knees by the demands of the construction. Costs skyrocket.

			If completed, the Manufactures and Liberal Arts Building will be the largest building ever constructed up until that time. The fair’s Midway Plaisance will be “a great pleasure garden stretching for more than a mile.… An exotic realm of unusual sights, sounds, and scents.”

			In an illustration of the far-reaching historical ripples of the fair, we learn that one of the workers constructing this magical realm included a carpenter named Elias Disney. His son Walt would no doubt grow up listening to his father’s tales of the White City.

			Need to Know: The daily trials and tribulations that Burnham faced challenges the imagination.

			The Angel from Dwight

			Ben Pitezel visits Dwight, Illinois, seeking a cure for his alcoholism. There, he meets young Emeline Cigrand and returns to Chicago with such an awestruck description of her that Holmes immediately sends her an invitation to come to Chicago to be his personal secretary. Beautiful twenty-four-year-old Emeline comes to Chicago and finds herself in Holmes’s web of seduction and deceit. Her infatuation with Holmes leads her to believe his claims to an English lordship.

			Holmes asks her to marry him, and she accepts. He suggests a honeymoon in Europe, promising to introduce her to his father, an English lord.

			Need to Know: Yet another hapless woman falls into Holmes’s infernal grip.

			Dedication Day

			Olmsted and Burnham argue over the boats to be used in the fair’s waterways, and over Olmsted’s insistence that the Wooded Island be free of structures. Fearing that even worse monstrosities might be imposed upon his beloved green spaces, Olmsted consents to the placement of a serene Japanese temple. The endless struggles push Olmsted to the brink of collapse, so he leaves for England to recuperate. His condition, however, does not improve.

			Inhabitants of an Algerian village headed for the fair arrive a year early, causing a panic for their accommodation.

			Burnham’s dreams of surpassing the Eiffel Tower seem to be in ashes. An engineer from Pittsburgh has sent a bold new design, but Burnham doesn’t believe it can be built. Storms destroy parts of half-completed buildings.

			Battles continue over the fair’s color scheme. Burnham’s insistence on the use of simple, perfect white for the major buildings prompts the resignation of the acting director of color. McKim recommends New York painter Frank Millet. He develops a new application process for the vast swaths of enormous buildings that must be painted, in effect, inventing spray paint.

			Construction accelerates, but by June 1—four and half months from Dedication Day—there are no completed buildings, only bare trusses, walls barely begun, surrounded by heaps of construction material and debris. More storms cause significant damage and delay. The exploding costs bring harsh scrutiny upon Burnham.

			By October, Olmsted returns from England, his health little improved, and finds, to his horror, that his grounds have been devastated by construction activity, even though tremendous progress has been made on construction of everything else. Most of the buildings are well underway.

			When Dedication Day arrives, 140,000 Chicagoans watch the ceremony in the Manufactures and Liberal Arts Building’s thirty-two-acre space. The building is so vast no one can hear what is said.

			Need to Know: The struggles and unexpected quirks continue, but the fair is taking shape. Nevertheless, so much work remains to be done that no one believes it will be complete by the opening on May 1, 1893.

			Prendergast

			The mad Irish immigrant Prendergast continues to send incoherently written postcards to prominent Chicagoans.

			Need to Know: Prendergast’s madness will eventually come to a head, but what shape will that take?

			“I Want You at Once”

			The Pittsburgh engineer makes one more attempt to propose his design to outdo Eiffel. He proposes a 250-foot-in-diameter revolving wheel that would carry 36 Pullman-size cars, each holding 60 people, over 300 feet into the air.

			George Washington Gale Ferris’s proposal is accepted.

			Need to Know: The Chicago World’s Fair will host the world’s first Ferris Wheel.

			Chappell Redux

			Holmes’s supplier of articulated skeletons is a man named Charles Chappell. When Emeline Cigrand grows suspicious of Holmes, she disappears. Friends and family ask after her, but Holmes responds with a tale that she has married someone and departed. Suspicion simmers, but nothing is proven.

			Holmes sends Chappell a female cadaver with the upper body nearly stripped of flesh.

			Years later, investigators find a woman’s shoeless footprint imprinted in the enameled door of Holmes’s large vault and speculate that Holmes used acid to speed the departure of oxygen from the vault, acid which Emeline stepped in and then placed her feet upon the door.

			Need to Know: Yet another macabre detail in Holmes’s cabinet of horrors is revealed.

			“The Cold-Blooded Fact”

			The Ferris Wheel is a marvel of engineering. As imagined by Ferris, eight 140-foot towers would support the giant axle, which weighs over 70 tons. The assemblage would consist of 100,000 parts, from small bolts all the way up to the axle. Ferris employs inspectors to make sure every single piece meets exacting specifications. The wheel consists of two wheels spaced 30 feet apart on the axle, separated by the 36 Pullman-size cars. A 20,000-pound chain would connect the axle to sprockets driven by two 1000-horsepower steam engines. The biggest challenge would be hoisting the 70-ton axle atop the eight towers. No such feat had ever been tried before.

			The exposition comes to be called the White City. 

			Olmsted’s health and landscape woes plague him. Time grows short and another brutal winter barrels down upon Jackson Park. The roof of the Manufactures and Liberal Arts Building collapses under a massive snowfall.

			Need to Know: All appearances indicate that there is no way the White City will be completed by opening day, only two months away.

			Acquiring Minnie

			Things are looking great for Holmes. His businesses are booming. His wife, Myrta, and daughter, Lucy, are just far enough away in Wilmette, and the fair is coming along—but he needs a secretary. Fortune brings him Minnie Williams, who possesses talents for stenography and typewriting, as well as the perfect blend of need and weakness. Her guardian-uncle in Texas had bequeathed her a sizable estate ($1.5 to $3 million in adjusted dollars). Holmes met her in Boston some years before, and Minnie had fallen for him. He woos her to Chicago on promises of European travel, an extravagant life, and children.

			When she arrives, he wastes no time in convincing her to transfer the deed to her Texas property to one of his aliases.

			Minnie’s sister Anna, however, is skeptical of Holmes.

			He “marries” Minnie quickly, but no official record of their union exists in Cook County, Illinois.

			Need to Know: Holmes has made himself rich by victimizing yet another naïve young woman. It will be only a matter of time before Minnie meets her fate.

			Dreadful Things Done by Girls

			In the spring of 1893, preparations for the fair stoke the fires of Chicago’s economy, inoculating it, for now, from the nation’s growing financial troubles. Banks are failing and stocks are in a tailspin. Buffalo Bill Cody and his Wild West show arrives— He is later denied a place in the fair itself, and sets up adjacent to Jackson Park. Ships converge on US ports bearing exotic cargoes bound for the exposition. Even more exotic humans from around the world also arrive on those ships.

			As Chicago watches the splendor that will become the White City take shape, they place their hopes and aspirations on its success, even as so many express their doubt it will ever be finished on time. The city sets about sprucing itself up for the expected horde of visitors.

			Carter Henry Harrison Sr., launches a new campaign for mayor, with the fervent support of the mad Irishman, Prendergast. Still convinced that Harrison will offer him an appointment, Prendergast embarks upon another postcard-writing campaign. In April 1893, Harrison is elected to his fifth term as Chicago’s mayor.

			Need to Know: The approach to opening day will be a frenzy of preparation, even as a madman’s delusions ossify.

			The Invitation

			Minnie invites her sister, Anna, to Chicago to dispel her fears about her new husband.

			Need to Know: Anna accepts the invitation, and the reader knows that the specter of deadly peril hovers over the both sisters’ heads.

			Final Preparations

			In April 1893, the effect of the Court of Honor is “more dramatic and imposing” than even Burnham had imagined. The Statue of the Republic, known as “Big Mary,” stands 111 feet tall. More than two hundred buildings dot the fairgrounds. Frank Millet’s “Whitewash Gang” works furiously to paint the enormous buildings of the Court of Honor. However, only one of the Ferris Wheel’s eight towers is in place. More obstacles crop up daily, including heavy rains and leaky roofs. The sheer magnitude of this undertaking boggles the mind of everyone involved.

			Carpenters strike, demanding a minimum wage and other concessions. When the strike is finally settled, it becomes a breakthrough for organized labor in the United States.

			On the day before opening day, April 30, Olmsted’s grounds are still a mess of destruction from the coming and going of wagons and construction crews.

			The entire city is galvanized, waiting to see what May 1 will bring for the World’s Columbian Exposition.

			Need to Know: On the eve of the opening, there are still tremendous amounts of work to be done. Can the fair’s opening possibly be successful?

			Part III: In the White City

			May–October 1893

			Opening Day

			President Grover Cleveland was chief among the horde of dignitaries who attended the exposition’s opening day. They arrived at the head of a crowd of hundreds of thousands of Chicagoans, some walking, some riding, some on public transportation like the new “cattle cars” made especially for the fair. Overnight, the fair had undergone a miraculous transformation. Ten thousand men had spent the night cleaning up debris, planting flowers, laying sod, and adding many necessary finishing touches. 

			Behind the scenes, carloads of exhibit materials are still in storage. The park’s fifty-seven miles of roads are unfinished, and much of it is under water from the heavy rains. The Ferris Wheel and many of the buildings are not completed. Still, the fair had managed to put on a respectable face. Attendance on opening day is estimated between 250,000–500,000.

			On day two, however, perhaps because of the word of mouth that the fair was still incomplete, attendance plummets to 10,000. By June, the national economy has slid into recession.

			Need to Know: It will be a fair of miracles, if only the remaining obstacles can be overcome.

			The World’s Fair Hotel

			Guests flow into Holmes’s World’s Fair Hotel, but the arrival of so many beautiful young female guests puts Minnie into a jealous tailspin. Holmes rents a flat for her some distance from the hotel so he can operate in peace. No one seems to notice when guests disappear.

			Need to Know: Holmes’s murderous predations increase as the fair gets underway.

			Prendergast

			Prendergast has convinced himself that his appointment as corporation counsel is imminent, so he sends out yet another round of poorly written postcards.

			Need to Know: Prendergast’s delusions continue to strengthen.

			Night Is the Magician

			In spite of its incompleteness, the fair unleashes a host of modern wonders upon the world: live music transmitted from New York to Chicago via telephone; the first moving pictures of Edison’s Kinetoscope; the first zipper; the first all-electric kitchen with an automatic dishwasher. Next door to the fair, Buffalo Bill’s Wild West draws crowds that dwarf fair attendance.

			At night, 200,000 electric light bulbs flashed on simultaneously, striking wonder into the hearts of those who had never seen anything beyond a handful of gas lamps.

			Need to Know: Nothing could prepare visitors for the reality and grandeur of what they would encounter. Word spreads across the country.

			Modus Operandi

			A waitress, a stenographer, and a hotel guest all disappear from Holmes’s hotel. Inside, the smells of various chemicals fill the air. Loved ones of the missing people ask questions, and Holmes’s answers are always extremely helpful and concerned.

			To Holmes, people were objects to be acquired—he enjoyed the possession of his victims, the utter control. He gassed them in their rooms, or snuck in and subdued them with chloroform. He disposed of them via Chappell’s articulation skills, or in his basement furnace, or buried them in quicklime-filled pits.

			Need to Know: Having killed scores of victims, Holmes refines his techniques.

			One Good Turn

			Ferris’s flimsy looking wheel approaches completion. Crowds gather to see the thing turn. With no cars yet hung, the first trial revolution is successful, but far more important tests lay ahead. Workers begin hanging the thirty-six cars, each of which weighs thirteen tons. Including passengers will add another hundred tons of live load.

			Need to Know: Initial tests of the Ferris Wheel are successful, but the biggest question still awaits an answer: Will it be able safely to handle a load of passengers?

			Nannie

			Minnie’s sister Anna arrives for her visit in mid-June. Anna is quickly entranced by Holmes. He leads her on a lavish tour of Chicago and the fair. The exotic grandeur of the fair leaves her dumbstruck with awe. Holmes invites her to stay for the summer.

			Need to Know: The reader cannot help but feel that Anna’s days are numbered.

			Vertigo

			With the completion of the wheel, Ferris has created a sensation. The majesty of the view of the park can only be best appreciated from the top. Fearing accidents, however, the scale of which would be catastrophic on this massive wheel, the Exposition Board pushes Ferris to delay the final opening.

			Need to Know: Capable of carrying over two thousand passengers, the wheel had better be foolproof, or the consequences of an accident could be calamitous.

			Heathen Wanted

			Olmsted tours the country performing his own survey of public opinion of the fair. Upon his return, he pushes for enhancements of the fair’s landscape.

			A small fire breaks out in the Cold Storage Building, where the fair’s ice is kept. Damage is minor, but the World’s Fair Fire Department calls the building a “firetrap.” Burnham is never informed of the fire.

			Need to Know: The fire foreshadows a greater tragedy to come in the Cold Storage Building.

			At Last

			One of the fair’s many crown jewels, the Ferris Wheel, is finally complete. It operates perfectly and quickly becomes a smash success. Crowds flock to the exposition to ride the Ferris Wheel. But people still fear it. The apparent flimsiness of its construction raises questions about whether it will withstand inclement wind and weather.

			Need to Know: Three weeks later, safety concerns about the Ferris Wheel will be answered.

			Rising Wave

			Word spreads nationwide of the Ferris Wheel, of the Court of Honor, of the thousands of exhibits. Even as waves of incoming crowds rise, the fair struggles through various pains of maturation. Historical personages such as Archduke Francis Ferdinand, Chief Standing Bear, Susan B. Anthony, Woodrow Wilson, and Teddy Roosevelt visit the fair. The Ferris Wheel becomes its most popular attraction.

			The national economic conditions continue to deteriorate. Ruin sweeps the financial sector. The fair, nevertheless, forms a defense against financial troubles. Its days, however, have a predetermined expiration date.

			Need to Know: The fair becomes Chicago’s great pride, and a defense against the nation’s deepening recession.

			Independence Day

			Fairgoing crowds, including Holmes, Minnie, and Anna, are treated to an extravagant fireworks display. Anna writes excitedly to her aunt in Texas that Holmes is going to take the sisters on a world tour. He brings Anna, alone, on a tour of his hotel before they depart.

			Need to Know: The bells of doom toll for Anna.

			Worry

			Attendance is increasing, but it’s still far short of the targets necessary for the fair to break even. Bankers pressure Burnham and company to appoint a committee to look into the fair’s expenditures. Burnham knows that bankers seizing control of the fair would result in certain failure.

			Need to Know: Even as the fair’s technical and aesthetic achievements are lauded, it might still result in a terrible financial failure.

			Claustrophobia

			Holmes murders Anna in his gas-filled vault. To cover up her disappearance, he invites Minnie with him to the hotel to meet Anna and disposes of her as well. He gives their clothes to Ben Pitezel’s wife, Carrie. At least one of their remains is given to Charles Chappell for scientific disposal.

			Need to Know: Holmes continues his string of crimes.

			Storm and Fire

			Loaded with riders, the Ferris Wheel’s safety is tested by the occurrence of a massive storm, culminating in a tornado that sweeps across the grounds. An engineer who happened to be riding the wheel during the storm estimated the wheel’s wind deflection side-to-side as roughly an inch and a half, while a nearby hydrogen-filled balloon was ripped to shreds.

			The very next day, a fire breaks out again in the Cold Storage Building. This time, however, it proves to be a deathtrap, killing twelve firemen and three workers, and injuring many others. Burnham is charged with criminal negligence.

			On the very same day, exposition directors bow to the pressure of the bankers and establish a committee to examine cost overruns.

			Need to Know: Burnham fears this committee will cripple the fair once and for all.

			Love

			The Ferris Wheel becomes a catalyst for love. Couples ask permission to be married at the apex of its rotation.

			Newly free and freshly rich, Holmes brings a new lover to the fair, Georgiana Yoke. She is as swept away by him as all the others. She says yes to his marriage proposal.

			Mayor Harrison, a man in his late sixties, twice a widower, is also in love, courting a woman in her twenties, Annie Howard.

			Need to Know: The fair opens the hearts of all vistiors.

			Freaks

			The bankers’ Retrenchment Committee calls the financial management of the fair “shamefully extravagant,” and urges the directors to give them full control over all expenditures. The committee’s tone, however, is too full of reprimand when the mood of the whole city is one of exultation. The board of directors instead sets out to increase attendance with a variety of special events and promotions, such as grand balls, races, and leveraging the fair’s exotic inhabitants to mingle with the crowds. Frank Millet’s Midway Ball is a smash success, and “imparted to the exposition a wilder, happier air. The exposition by day might wear a chaste gown of white staff, but at night it danced barefoot and guzzled champagne.”

			Attendance rises, but banks in Chicago begin to fail.

			Need to Know: The fair’s board fights off interference by the bankers, but the exposition’s financial success is still in doubt, especially in light of the deepening recession.

			Prendergast

			The mad Irishman visits City Hall, insisting on seeing the current corporate counsel to announce that he will soon be taking over the counsel’s position. The counsel’s mocking response does not sit well.

			Need to Know: Prendergast comes away from this encounter dangerously unsettled.

			Toward Triumph

			Attendance of Chicago Day, once of Millet’s special promotions, tops 751,000 people, obliterating the Paris exposition’s record of 397,000. The World’s Columbian Exposition Company presents a check for $1.5 million to the creditor who holds the last of its debt. The fair is in the black.

			Need to Know: After years of struggle, endless obstacles, and pure bad luck, the Windy City has made its fair a success.

			Departures

			The builders struggle with what to do with the fair after it closes, believing it too wonderful to be allowed to fall into ruin. Olmsted’s work is also done. Ten thousand construction workers return to the world without jobs in the face of a bleak economic outlook. Mayor Harrison hires many of them to help clean the city streets, but it is a mere bandage on a serious wound. The iron and steel industries tank.

			Holmes realizes that his many debts and the questions of victims’ family members are growing too intense for him to remain in Chicago. He sets fire to his hotel, as planned, but the damage is minimal. He files an insurance claim, but the investigators suspect Holmes of arson. They require payment in person to the beneficiary, which happens to be one of Holmes’s many aliases. He never collects the settlement. 

			Holmes’s creditors ambush him with threats of legal action and jail. He flees the city for Texas, where he plans to take advantage of Minnie’s land and further enrich himself. He leaves Chicago with his fiancée, Georgiana Yoke, and his associate Ben Pitezel. Before departing, however, he takes out a life insurance policy on Pitezel.

			Need to Know: Holmes flees the reach of his creditors, with new schemes afoot.

			Nightfall

			Attendance spikes through October as the fair’s days dwindle. Twenty thousand people a day ride the Ferris Wheel. Full-size replicas of the Niña, Pinta, and Santa María, built in Spain, sail into the fair’s harbor. Mayor Harrison announces his engagement to Annie Howard.

			Prendergast, convinced that Mayor Harrison had offered him a job, spirals into rage and humiliation. He buys a revolver on the afternoon of October 28. That evening, he appears at Mayor Harrison’s door asking to speak to the mayor. Known as a man of the people, Harrison admits him. Prendergast shoots him, then flees, but later that night gives himself up to police.

			The Exposition Company cancels closing ceremonies, replacing them with a memorial. Grief and mourning supplant the city’s exultation. Harrison’s funeral cortege stretches for miles. His murder blankets the city like a black curtain. Instead of endless praise for Burnham and the Exposition Company, there is only silence. The fair remains open informally on October 31 and then closes without further fanfare.

			Need to Know: The Chicago World’s Fair comes to a bleak, ignominious close, an incredible achievement ultimately marred by madness and murder.

			The Black City

			Chicago as the Black City quickly reemerges after the fair’s close. Thousands of workers join the unemployed and homeless with winter looming. Tens of thousands have been left stranded, without food or shelter. Strikes break out, forcing President Cleveland to call in federal troops.

			The fair falls into disrepair and decline. Fires destroy several of the structures. Then, on July 5, 1894, strikers set fire to the seven greatest structures of the exposition, including the Manufactures and Liberal Arts Building.

			In 1895 came the next great wonder: the compiled list of the “missing.” Hundreds of people went to see the fair and were never heard from again. Chicago police have nothing to say except that it was so very easy to disappear.

			Need to Know: The darkness of the world quickly reestablishes itself after the fair’s closing and ultimately consumes the fair itself through fire.

			Part IV: Cruelty Revealed

			1895

			“Property of H. H. Holmes”

			In June 1895, Detective Frank Geyer of the Philadelphia police force is assigned to find three missing children, the offspring of Ben Pitezel. They were last seen in the company of a suspect incarcerated in Moyamensing Prison, a man named Mudgett who goes by the alias H. H. Holmes.

			An insurance company engaged the Pinkerton Detective Agency to search for Holmes, suspecting him of swindling the company by apparently faking the death of Ben Pitezel. The Pinkertons caught up with him in Boston and had him arrested. He was then extradited to Philadelphia to await trial for insurance fraud. It becomes clearer that Holmes did not fake Pitezel’s death at all, but rather killed him and made it look like an accident.

			Detective Geyer embarks upon an investigation that will take him across much of North America. Geyer first interviews Holmes, who claims the children are traveling in the care of one Minnie Williams, en route to where their father is “hiding.”

			From a collection of letters taken from Holmes after his arrest, Geyer pieces together what actually happened: Since Ben Pitezel’s wife, Carrie, thought they really had faked her husband’s death, Holmes convinced her to let him take three of the Pitezel children to see their father in hiding. Instead, Holmes traveled with Alice, Nellie, and Howard Pitezel, enjoying his control over them. The girls wrote many letters to their mother, none of which Holmes actually posted. 

			Months later now, Carrie Pitezel is crushed by anxiety and grief over the fate of her children. Using the girls’ letters to help his detective work, Geyer retraces Holmes’s footsteps with the Pitezel children, starting in Cincinnati. From hotels to rental houses, city to city, Geyer doggedly traces the children’s path to Indianapolis. Here, young Howard became troublesome, and it was here that Holmes disposed of him. Throughout his search, Geyer maintained hope he might find the children alive. He simply could not fathom how anyone would kill three helpless children; he believed evil had boundaries. From Indianapolis to Chicago to Detroit, Geyer followed leads.

			In Detroit, he discovered that Holmes had brought Carrie Pitezel and her other two children there as well, and kept them housed separately just a few blocks from the other children. In addition, he had a separate hotel for himself and Georgiana Yoke. It was all a game for Holmes, and he reveled in the possession of his pawns. But here in Detroit, Alice writes in her unsent letters, “Howard is not with us now.”

			Need to Know: As Geyer peels away the layers of Holmes’s crimes, he gains a feel for the man’s lies and behavior, even as he is stricken by the children’s tragic plight, who, homesick and forlorn, were writing letters to their mother without knowing she was only three blocks away.

			Moyamensing Prison

			Knowing that he will soon stand trial, Holmes begins writing his memoir, a florid, narcissistic amalgam of slim fact and outright fabrication. It is unknown whether he was delusional or simply a pathological liar. He even writes a letter to Carrie Pitezel telling her that her children are alive and well with Minnie Williams in London.

			By this time, Geyer’s search has made all the papers, and he’s become somewhat of a folk hero and celebrity. Readers nationwide follow his search for the missing children, including Holmes.

			Need to Know: Geyer’s search is bearing little fruit, except to reveal the complexity of Holmes’s schemes. His investigation is approaching a dead end.

			The Tenant

			Geyer’s search leads him to Toronto, where a tip had come in about a man matching Holmes’s description who had rented a house and once borrowed a shovel. With an associate detective, Geyer visits the address, borrows the same shovel from the neighbor, and excavates the house’s cellar, where he finds the bodies of Alice and Nellie Pitezel.

			Finding the girls was an incredible satisfaction for Geyer after so many weeks of fruitless searching. He still holds out hope, however, that Howard might be found alive, perhaps in an institution.

			Need to Know: Like a bloodhound on a scent, Geyer is reinvigorated by his success.

			A Lively Corpse

			In Philadelphia, Holmes is confronted with this new development, but he has already read it in the morning newspaper. He maintains his innocence, and plots to have his memoir published to sway public opinion on his behalf.

			Need to Know: The noose begins to tighten around Holmes’s neck.

			“All the Weary Days”

			Geyer returns to Indianapolis to continue his search for Howard. Meanwhile, Chicago police, prompted by Geyer’s discovery of the missing girls, enter Holmes’s castle in search of evidence and quickly turn up a wealth of it. Bones, a bloodstained dissection table, surgical tools, quicklime and acid, charred women’s shoes and tattered clothing, human hair plugging a stovepipe, more and more human remains, and the walk-in vault with a woman’s footprint etched into the door. Their searches also uncovers the remains of a child. Geyer travels to Chicago only to discover that it was the body of a little girl, thought to be Pearl Conner, a name that meant nothing to Geyer.

			On August 19, 1895, Holmes’s “murder castle” burns to the ground. Police suspect arson, an attempt to cover up the building’s remaining secrets.

			In all, Geyer and his associates investigate over nine hundred leads. Finally, on a last, desperate hunch, he stops at a real estate office in Irvington, Illinois, on the chance that Holmes might have used it to rent a property. Lo and behold, he had.

			In the house, Holmes had installed a large wood stove. Inside the stove and flue, Geyer found human remains. Among other items, he also found Howard’s favorite toy, a tin man Ben Pitezel had bought for his son at the Chicago World’s Fair.

			Need to Know: The last Pitezel child has been found. Frank Geyer becomes America’s Sherlock Holmes.

			Malice Aforethought

			On September 12, 1895, Holmes is indicted in Philadelphia for the murder of Ben Pitezel. Indianapolis indicts him for the murder of Howard Pitezel, Toronto for the murders of Nellie and Alice. Holmes’s memoir hits newsstands. He maintains his innocence.

			Chicago is humiliated in the national media—no one is able to understand how the police department could fail to notice Holmes’s tremendous number of crimes. One of the most difficult revelations is that the Chicago police chief had actually represented Holmes in several commercial lawsuits during his previous career as an attorney.

			Need to Know: The Chicago Times-Herald said of Holmes: “He is a prodigy of wickedness, a human demon, a being so unthinkable that no novelist would dare to invent such a character. The story, too, tends to illustrate the end of a century.”

			Epilogue: The Last Crossing

			The Fair

			The ripples of the fair’s historical significance filter through American culture even today. Walt Disney’s Magic Kingdom and L. Frank Baum’s Oz books are thought to have been inspired by the White City. The fair prompted President William Henry Harrison to declare October 12 a national holiday, Columbus Day. Carnivals ever since have included a Midway and a Ferris Wheel.

			But it was in how America views its architects and cities that the greatest impact was made. Cities could be beautiful, splendid, harmonious. They did not have to be places of danger and darkness.

			Daniel Burnham went on to have a long and successful career. Debates swirl about the impact of the fair on American architecture. The fair’s beauty laid the groundwork for later designers like Frank Lloyd Wright, with whom Burnham would become friends.

			Need to Know: The fair made a deep, indelible impression on the American psyche, culture, and history.

			Recessional

			By September 1895, Frederick Law Olmsted is suffering from increasing dementia. His son places Olmsted in McLean Asylum in Massachusetts, a building that he himself designed. Olmsted dies in 1903.

			The Ferris Wheel made a profit of $200,000 at the fair. Ferris dismantles it and has it reassembled on the north side of Chicago, but it never makes a profit for him again, due to the ongoing depression and the decline of its novelty. He sells most of his ownership and dies in 1896. The wheel is reassembled at the Louisiana Purchase Exposition of 1904, where it once again makes a profit. In 1906, it was scrapped.

			Patrick Prendergast is found guilty of murder in December 1893 and sentenced to death.

			Need to Know: Time claims the heroes and villains of the story.

			Holmes

			Holmes stands trial late in 1895. The Philadelphia district attorney calls Holmes “the most dangerous man in the world.” He is found guilty and sentenced to death. As he awaits execution he confesses to twenty-seven more victims, but it is a mixture of truth and lies. Some of the victims he names are still alive. His exact murder count will never be known, but estimates range as high as two hundred. He is hanged in May 1896.

			Over a hundred years later, his story inspired yet another Chicago serial killer, Michael Swango, who was arrested in 1997 for at least four murders. He likely committed many more.

			Need to Know: The power of Holmes’s story, like the historical ripples of the Chicago World’s Fair, echo down through the years with their own dark power.

			Aboard the Olympic

			In 1912, Daniel Burnham awaits news of his friend Frank Millet, who is also on a transatlantic voyage aboard the Olympic’s sister ship, the Titanic. Word comes that the Titanic has sunk with all hands, but Burnham holds out hope that Millet will be rescued. The Olympic briefly diverts its course for a rescue, but then resumes course for England. A different ship had already gone to the Titanic’s aid.

			That night in his stateroom, Burnham wrote in his diary: “Frank Millet, whom I loved, was aboard her … thus cutting off my connection with one of the best fellows of the Fair.”

			Burnham died forty-seven days later, on June 1, 1912.

			Need to Know: With his last connection to the fair gone, Burnham perhaps allows his mounting health problems to claim him.

		

	
		
			Timeline

			August 1886: Herman Webster Mudgett (a.k.a. Dr. Henry Howard Holmes) arrives in Chicago and sets up shop.

			August 31–November 9, 1888: Jack the Ripper’s murders in London.

			February 24, 1890: Congress approves Chicago’s bid to host the World’s Fair.

			October 25, 1890: Increasing turbulence in the global stock markets causes a panic in British markets.

			November 1890: Jackson Park is selected as the site for the World’s Fair.

			January 1891: Major banks in the United States begin to fail.

			February 11, 1891: Work begins in Jackson Park.

			June 13, 1892: A storm flattens a large portion of the half-finished Manufactures and Liberal Arts Building.

			October 21, 1892: The fair’s dedication ceremonies are held.

			May 1, 1893: The World’s Columbian Exposition opens.

			June 21, 1893: The Ferris Wheel is officially opened, fifty-one days late.

			July 9, 1893: A storm lashes the fairgrounds. The Ferris Wheel withstands the winds of a funnel cloud. Other parts of the fair are not so lucky.

			July 10, 1893: A fire in the Cold Storage Building kills twelve firemen and three workers. Burnham is charged with criminal negligence.

			July 18, 1893: Daniel Burnham is found guilty of criminal negligence for the fire in the Cold Storage Building, yet he wasn’t arrested.

			July 31, 1893: The bankers’ Retrenchment Committee calls the financial management of the fair “shamefully extravagant.”

			October 9, 1893: Attendance of more than 751,000 people smashes the Paris exposition’s record of 397,000.

			October 28, 1893: Patrick Prendergast assassinates Mayor Carter Harrison.

			October 31, 1893: The World’s Columbian Exposition closes.

			July 5, 1894: Arsonists set fire to the exposition’s seven largest palaces, wiping out the grand spectacle once and for all.

			June 1895: Detective Frank Geyer is assigned to find Ben Pitezel’s missing children.

			July 7, 1895: Geyer finds the bodies of Nellie and Alice Pitezel.

			August 19, 1895: Holmes’s “murder castle” burns to the ground. Police suspect arson, an attempt to cover up the building’s remaining secrets.

			August 27, 1895: Geyer discovers the remains of Howard Pitezel.

			September 12, 1895: Holmes is indicted in Philadelphia for the murder of Ben Pitezel. Indianapolis indicts him for the murder of Howard Pitezel, Toronto for the murders of Nellie and Alice.

			May 7, 1896: Holmes is hanged.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			The Builders

			Charles B. Atwood: Daniel Burnham’s chief designer, replacing John Root after his death.

			Daniel H. Burnham: The chief architect behind the World’s Columbian Exposition of 1893, partner of John Root.

			George Washington Gale Ferris Jr.: The creator of the world’s first Ferris Wheel for the World’s Columbian Exposition.

			Sophia Hayden: One of America’s few women architects in the nineteenth century, designer of the Woman’s Building. Due to a prolonged conflict with Bertha Palmer, head of the fair’s Board of Lady Managers, Hayden suffered a breakdown and never designed another building.

			Richard Morris Hunt: A designer of the pedestal of the Statue of Liberty and the façade of New York’s Metropolitan Museum of Art, revered by many as America’s greatest nineteenth-century architect.

			Charles McKim: A New York architect who, along with Hunt and George B. Post, helped form the core of the fair’s brilliant designers.

			Francis Millet: A painter and sculptor who became the Director of Color under Burnham during the long struggle to build the fair. Responsible for the color scheme of what became known worldwide as the White City. He died aboard the Titanic in 1912.

			Frederick Law Olmsted: A landscape architect in charge of the fair’s grounds, designer of New York’s Central Park.

			George B. Post: A New York architect who, along with Hunt and McKim, helped form the core of the fair’s excellent designers.

			John Root: A brilliant Chicago architect, Daniel Burnham’s partner, died before the fair was completed.

			Louis Sullivan: A Chicago architect known as “the father of skyscrapers,” mentor of Frank Lloyd Wright.

			The Killer, Associates, and Victims

			Jonathan Belknap: Myrta Belknap’s great-uncle, survivor of a probable murder attempt by H. H. Holmes. 

			Myrta Belknap: H. H. Holmes’s second wife and the mother of his daughter. Holmes married Myrta while still married to Clara Lovering. 

			Emeline Cigrand: Holmes’s fiancée and murder victim.

			Julia Conner: Holmes’s lover and murder victim, wife of Ned Conner.

			Ned Conner: Holmes’s employee, husband of Julia Conner.

			Pearl Conner: Child of Julia and Ned, murdered by H. H. Holmes 

			Frank Geyer: A Philadelphia detective tasked with finding Ben Pitezel’s missing children.

			Clara A. Lovering: Holmes’s first wife, never legally divorced.

			Herman Webster Mudgett (a.k.a. Dr. Henry Howard Holmes): Serial killer who used the grandeur of the fair to lure his victims into his World’s Fair Hotel, later known as Holmes’s “murder castle.” He used the chaos of the fair and the times to mask his crimes. Holmes’s World’s Fair Hotel featured hidden gas chambers, a dissection table, and a crematorium. He sometimes sold the skeletons and cadavers of his victims for medical and scientific research.

			Ben Pitezel: Holmes’s long-time henchman and eventual murder victim, husband of Carrie Pitezel, father of five children, Alice, Nellie, Howard, Dessie, and Wharton.

			Carrie Pitezel: Ben’s wife, mother of Alice, Nellie, Howard, Dessie, and Wharton. She handed her three oldest children over to H. H. Holmes, believing he would bring them to their father. Instead, he killed them.

			Pitezel Children: Alice, Nellie, Howard, Dessie, and Wharton, children of Ben and Carrie Pitezel. Alice, Nellie, and Howard were the three Holmes murder victims that brought him to justice.

			Minnie Williams: Texas land heiress and H. H. Holmes’s third wife and murder victim.

			Georgiana Yoke: Holmes’s fourth wife.

			Other Personages

			Carter Harrison Sr.: Five-term mayor of Chicago, assassinated by Patrick Prendergast on the last day of the fair.

			Patrick Prendergast: Irish immigrant who assassinated Mayor Harrison over delusions that he was instrumental in helping Harrison win reelection.

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“Holmes adored Chicago, adored in particular how the smoke and din could envelop a woman and leave no hint that she had ever existed, save perhaps a blade-thin track of perfume amid the stench of dung, anthracite, and putrefaction.”

			Chicago, at the time, was a dirty and chaotic city where people died at an alarming rate, falling victim to everything from accidental gun violence to decapitation by train. Fatal fires happened regularly. The police of the city simply did not have enough officers to investigate every missing person. This description details how Holmes was able to find easy prey and then conceal his depredations in the chaos of Chicago streets.

			“Only later did the furnace man recognize that the kiln’s peculiar shape and extreme heat made it ideal for another, very different application. ‘In fact,’ he said, ‘the general plan of the furnace was not unlike that of a crematory for dead bodies, and with the provision already described there would be absolutely no odor from the furnace.’”

			The furnace that Holmes commissioned for the basement of his “murder castle” would become a well-used method of disposing of his victims. He designed it himself, but was forced to hire a furnace company when the initial test proved not hot enough for his needs. As usual, he was careful to provide a reasonable explanation for his actions—in this case, he told the furnace man that he was the proprietor of a glass-bending company who needed the kiln for his work.

			“With its gorgeous classical buildings packed with art, its clean water and electric lights, and its overstaffed police department, the exposition was Chicago’s conscience, the city it wanted to become.”

			As opening day neared for the exposition, the White City became the ideal Chicago, the thing that the city leaders aspired to, in defiance of the patronizing “advice” offered by New York blue bloods. The White City was like a dream of Chicago, beating back for a while the truth of the crime-ridden and poverty-stricken “Black City” beyond its walls.

			“As best anyone could tell, the owner [of the World’s Fair Hotel] also was a forgiving soul. He did not seem at all concerned when now and then a guest checked out without advance notice, leaving her bills unpaid. That he often smelled vaguely of chemicals—that in fact the building as a whole often had a medicinal odor—bothered no one. He was, after all, a physician, and his building had a pharmacy on the ground floor.”

			Holmes’s “murder castle” moved into full swing with the influx of visitors to the World’s Fair, many of them young women. Although the hotel was frequently filled with patrons, most of them seemed to find it a depressing place, dark and unpleasant—apart from the cheerfulness of its proprietor. Later, investigators found that some rooms were windowless, that there was a soundproof vault and a crematorium, and that gas could be piped into several places. Holmes had many different ways to kill his victims.

			“Each building was huge to begin with, but the impression of mass was amplified by the fact that all the buildings were neoclassical in design, all had cornices set at the same height, all had been painted the same soft white, all were so shockingly, beautifully unlike anything the majority of visitors ever had seen in their own dusty hometowns.”

			It was this vision of architectural and aesthetic wonder that formed the soul of the White City, a vision that all cities might aspire to. Although Burnham met with resistance from other architects and an almost ludicrous amount of bad luck during the creation of his masterpiece, the final effect was one of beauty that had a great impact on America’s future.

			“The White City had drawn men and protected them; the Black City now welcomed them back, on the eve of winter, with filth, starvation, and violence.”

			As the World’s Columbian Exposition drew to a close, ten thousand construction workers, many of whom had traveled great distances to work at the fair, were released jobless into the city of Chicago. Outside Chicago, the growing recession had crippled economic activity.

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					The World’s Columbian Exposition of 1893 featured the world’s first Ferris Wheel. 

					The Ferris Wheel was an immense marvel of engineering, 264 feet high, with 36 Pullman-size cars and a carrying capacity of 2,160 passengers. Its 45-foot axle alone weighed 71 tons, the largest one-piece casting ever attempted. Its construction used 28,416 bolts to fasten more than 100,000 parts. A single rotation took 20 minutes, driven by two 1000-horsepower steam engines.

					Martin Scorsese has been planning a movie adaptation of The Devil in the White City, with Leonardo DiCaprio committed to play H. H. Holmes. 

					H. H. Holmes’s crimes included murder, kidnapping, forgery, and fraud.

					To speed up construction, most of the exposition’s buildings, including those of the Court of Honor, were constructed not with stone and steel, but with wood, plaster, and jute.

					In addition to gas chambers, the “murder castle” contained what the press dubbed a “hanging secret chamber” and a maze. 

					The Chicago World’s Fair introduced a host of new consumer products, including Aunt Jemima pancakes from a box, Juicy Fruit gum, Cracker Jack, Shredded Wheat cereal, Cream of Wheat, and Pabst Blue Ribbon beer.

					Buffalo Bill Cody’s location next to the World’s Fair made him $1 million (about $30 million in 21st-century dollars). He used the money to buy a Wisconsin newspaper and help out a beautiful young actress, among other things.

					H. H. Holmes asked that his body be encased in concrete upon his death, so that grave robbers wouldn’t be able to exhume it. This request was granted.

			

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					An ALA Outstanding Book for the College-Bound (History & Cultures), 2009

					Booksense Book of the Year Honor Book, winner, 2004

					CWA Gold Dagger for Non-Fiction, shortlist, 2003

					Edgar Award (Best Fact Crime), winner

					Elle Magazine Readers’ Prize, 2003

					Great Lakes Book Award (Nonfiction), finalist, 2003

					International Horror Guild Award (Nonfiction), 2003

					National Book Award (Nonfiction), finalist, 2003

					New York Times bestseller (Nonfiction), 2003

					Pacific Northwest Booksellers Association Award, 2004

					San Francisco Chronicle Best Book of the Year, 2003

					Washington State Book Award, 2004

			

			“As absorbing a piece of popular history as one will ever hope to find. Readers will soon forget that Larson’s work is nonfiction and, instead, imagine that they are holding a fictional page-turner.” —San Francisco Chronicle

			“A wonderfully unexpected book.… An essential volume in the annals of true crime literature that evokes Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood. Larson is a historian … with a novelist’s soul.” —Chicago Sun-Times

			“The juxtaposition of two main characters—architect Daniel H. Burnham and murderer H. H. Holmes—is fascinating. The combination of the birth of the Chicago as a world-class city, the magic of the fair, and the creepy serial killer makes for a compelling read.” —Elle

			“[Larson] has a spooky eye for the small stories that hum and flicker underneath grand narratives, the unlikely intersections that so beautifully illuminate and amplify our understanding of history.… In the soaring dreams of Daniel Burnham and the hellish ones of Henry Holmes, Larson has paired two unlikely stories that paint a dazzling picture of the Gilded Age and prefigure the American century to come.” —Entertainment Weekly

			“[Larson’s use of] Burnham’s creative triumph and Holmes’ triumph of destruction … as a sort of yin and yang of the human spirit is convincing. Alternating chapters from each story make the other more compelling, and the end result is a far more pungent, more compelling picture of an era than either narrative could have achieved alone.” —Seattle Post-Intelligencer

		

	
		
			About Erik Larson

			Erik Larson is the author of five New York Times bestsellers, including Dead Wake: The Last Crossing of the Lusitania, In the Garden of Beasts: Love, Terror, and an American Family in Hitler’s Berlin, Thunderstruck, The Devil in the White City, and Isaac’s Storm, plus The Naked Consumer: How Our Private Lives Become Public Commodities.

			Larson was born in Brooklyn, New York, and grew up on Long Island. In 1976, he graduated summa cum laude from the University of Pennsylvania with a degree in Russian history. He then attained a master’s degree in journalism from Columbia University in 1978. Larson later became a staff writer for the Wall Street Journal and a contributor to Time, the Atlantic, Harper’s, and the New Yorker, among others.

			Larson’s research for his books has taken him to London, Munich, Rome, Nova Scotia, and Cape Cod, into the tracks of serial killers and inventors. 
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