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THE ENDURING ENIGMA:
UNCOVERING THE TRUE STORY
OF LIZZIE BORDEN

The name Lizzie Borden is etched into
the  American  consciousness,  conjuring
images of a grim Victorian-era crime and
a nursery rhyme that accuses her of a
brutal  double  murder.  For  over  a
century, the question has persisted: did
Lizzie  Borden  murder  her  father  and
stepmother  with  an  axe?  The  case
remains  one  of  the  most  famous
unsolved mysteries in American criminal
h is tory ,  a  s tory  saturated  wi th
speculation,  sensationalism,  and  a
verdict  of  innocence  that  never  quite
convinced  the  public.  Separating  the
sensational folklore from the true story
of Lizzie Borden requires a careful look
at the facts, the personalities involved,
and the social context of 1892 Fall River,
Massachusetts.

The Borden
Household: A
Portrait of
Tension
To understand the crime,  one must  first
understand  the  household.  Andrew
Jackson  Borden,  Lizzie’s  father,  was  a
man of  considerable  wealth  but  frugal

habits. He owned banks and real estate,
yet  he  lived  in  a  modest  house  on
Second Street in a less fashionable part
of  town.  He  was  known for  his  stern,
unsentimental  demeanor.  His  first  wife,
Sarah Morse, had died, leaving him with
two  daughters,  Emma  and  Lizzie.  He
remarried a woman named Abby Durfee
Gray, who became the stepmother of the
household.
The  relationship  between  the  Borden
sisters  and  their  stepmother  was
strained at best. Lizzie and Emma often
referred to Abby as "Mrs. Borden" rather
than  "Mother,"  a  telling  sign  of  the
emotional distance. The family dynamic
was a powder keg of resentment. There
were frequent arguments about money,
property,  and  Andrew’s  perceived
miserliness.  Lizzie,  in  particular,  was
known to have a fiery temper beneath a
quiet,  church-going  exterior.  The
summer  of  1892  was  stiflingly  hot,  and
tensions within the Borden home were
reaching a boiling point. The household
also  included  a  live-in  maid,  Bridget
Sullivan,  who  would  become  a  key
witness in the drama that unfolded.

The Morning of
August 4, 1892:
A Chronology of
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Horror
The  morning  of  August  4th  began
inauspiciously.  The  family  had  been
suffering  from  a  mysterious  bout  of
"sickness," which many later speculated
was  a  deliberate  attempt  to  poison
them. On this morning, Andrew Borden
left  the  house  early  for  his  usual
business rounds. Abby Borden remained
upstairs, cleaning the guest bedroom.
When  Andrew  returned  home  around
10:30 AM, he settled onto the sofa in the
sitting room for a nap. The house was
quiet,  with  Lizzie  in  the backyard,  the
maid  washing  windows  outside,  and
Abby  presumably  still  upstairs.  The
timeline of the next ninety minutes is the
crux  of  the  mystery.  At  around  11:10
AM, Lizzie called out to Bridget, telling
her  that  someone  had  "killed  Father."
Bridget  ran  to  the  sitting  room  to  find
Andrew  Borden  lying  on  the  sofa,  his
face horrifically mutilated by at least ten
blows from a hatchet-like weapon.
As the police began to arrive,  a more
gruesome  discovery  was  made.  Abby
Borden  was  not  missing.  She  was
upstairs in the guest bedroom, her body
discovered  on  the  floor,  her  skull
crushed by  at  least  nineteen separate
blows.  The  timing  was  crucial.  The
evidence suggested that Abby had been
murdered first, likely over an hour before
her husband arrived home. That meant
the  killer  had  been  inside  the  house,
hidden in plain sight, waiting for Andrew
to return. The door was locked. The maid
saw  no  one  enter  or  leave.  The  lone
person with a clear motive and the only
other  adult  in  the  house  was  Lizzie
Borden.

The
Investigation: A
Web of
Contradictions
and Clues
The investigation was riddled with errors
from the start. The police were not called
immediately  to  secure  the  scene.
Neighbors and friends swarmed through
the  house ,  touch ing  i tems  and
potentially contaminating evidence. Most
critically, no one looked for the murder
weapon. A hatchet was later found in the
basement,  but  it  had  been  scrubbed
clean  and  its  handle  broken  off.  Was  it
the murder weapon? The coroner could
not definitively link it to the wounds, but
the  timing  and  condition  were  deeply
suspicious.
Lizzie’s  behavior  in  the  days  following
the  murder  was  inconsistent.  She
claimed to have been in the barn looking
for  a  piece of  iron at  the time of  her
father’s murder, yet a witness had seen
her in the house. She had burned a dress
in  the  kitchen  stove,  claiming  it  was
stained with paint. Police found a dress
in her closet that was possibly the one
she had worn that morning, but it had no
visible bloodstains. The prosecution had
to  rely  on  circumstantial  evidence,  a
mountain  of  oddities,  and  a  powerful
motive.
The  motive,  in  many eyes,  was  clear:
greed.  Andrew  Borden  had  recently
changed  his  will,  leaving  a  significant
property to Abby’s family. He had also
deeded  a  house  to  Abby.  Lizzie  and



True Story Of Lizzie Borden 3

3

Emma  were  heirs  to  a  considerable
fortune, but they were deeply unhappy
with  their  father’s  control  over  their
lives. A jury would be asked to believe
that  a  respectable  Sunday  school
teacher  could,  in  cold  blood,  commit
such a heinous act.

The Trial: A
Spectacle of
Victorian Justice
The trial of Lizzie Borden for the murders
of her father and stepmother began on
June  5,  1893,  and  became  a  national
sensation.  The  courtroom  was  packed
with journalists, artists, and the curious
public.  Lizzie  presented  herself  as  a
demure,  grieving  daughter,  dressed  in
mourning black, her composure a stark
contrast to the brutality of the crime. Her
defense team, led by the brilliant George
D.  Robinson,  a  former  governor  of
Massachusetts,  argued  for  reasonable
doubt.  They  suggested  that  the  crime
was the work of an intruder, painting a
picture  of  a  dastardly  outsider  who
slipped in and out unnoticed.
The  prosecution,  on  the  other  hand,
relied  heavily  on  Lizzie’s  changing
statements  and the  physical  evidence.
The famous hatchet was displayed, but it
was  clean.  The  burned  dress  was  a
talking  point,  but  its  significance  was
debated. The most damaging evidence
was the timeline. The medical testimony
was confusing and often contradictory,
leaving the jury  unsure  of  the precise
order of death. Experts argued about the
angle of the blows, the type of weapon,
and  the  amount  of  blood  that  would
have  been  present.  How  could  Lizzie
have cleaned herself so thoroughly if she

had committed the acts?
The trial hinged on the perception of a
woman’s character. In 1893, a woman of
Lizzie Borden’s standing was considered
incapable of such violence. The defense
successfully  framed her  as  a  delicate,
respectable  lady,  contrasting  her  with
the "beastly" nature of  the crime. The
jury,  composed  entirely  of  men,
deliberated for just over an hour before
returning a verdict of "not guilty."

Aftermath and
the Birth of a
Legend
Despite  being  acquitted,  Lizzie  Borden
left the courtroom a social pariah. Public
opinion was not swayed by the verdict.
The famous rhyme, "Lizzie Borden took
an  axe,"  began  circulating  almost
immediately, cementing her guilt in the
popular imagination. She and her sister
Emma moved into a grand new house,
"Maplecroft,"  which  Lizzie  purchased
with her inheritance. But the shadow of
the  cr ime  never  l i f ted.  Fr iends
abandoned them. They were whispered
about  in  public.  The sisters  eventually
had  a  falling-out,  and  Emma  moved
away, leaving Lizzie to live the rest of
her life in relative isolation.
Lizzie Borden died in 1927, a wealthy but
lonely woman. She never spoke publicly
about the crime again. The question of
her guilt remains one of history's great
unresolved  debates.  Many  modern
criminologists and historians believe that
the  evidence,  while  circumstantial,
points overwhelmingly to her guilt. The
lack  of  another  plausible  suspect,  the
opportunity, and the clear motive form a
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compelling case against  her.  However,
others  point  to  the  possibility  of  an
intruder,  the  family  history  of  mental
instability,  or  even  the  maid,  Bridget
Sullivan, as alternative suspects.

The Enduring
Significance of
the Lizzie Borden
Case
The true story of Lizzie Borden is more
than  just  a  murder  mystery.  It  is  a
powerfu l  soc ia l  document  that
illuminates  the  anxieties  of  late  19th-
century America. It exposed the hidden
violence  that  could  lurk  beneath  the
placid surface of respectable society. It
challenged notions of  femininity,  class,
and domesticity.  The case was one of
the  first  "trials  of  the  century,"  a  media
circus  that  prefigured  the  modern
obsession  with  true  crime.
The case also reveals the limitations of

the justice system. A perfect  storm of
rushed police work, social propriety, and
a  talented  defense  team  allowed  a
potentially  guilty  person  to  walk  free.
The Borden case remains a cautionary
tale about the dangers of presumption
and the power of  social  standing.  The
"true story of Lizzie Borden" is not just a
story about a possible murderess; it is a
story about how a community,  a legal
system,  and  a  nation  chose  to  see  a
woman  and  her  crime.  The  axe  may
have swung on that hot August morning,
but  the real  damage was done in  the
decades of  silence,  speculation,  and a
legend that refuses to die.
In  the  end,  the  truth  is  fragmented,
hidden  behind  locked  doors  and
memories strained by time. The house at
92 Second Street still stands, a museum
and  a  testament  to  a  crime  that  has
become  a  permanent,  unsettling  fixture
in the American story. Whether she was
a  cold-blooded  killer  or  a  wrongly
accused woman, the name Lizzie Borden
will forever be synonymous with one of
the  most  shocking  and  enduring
mysteries  of  al l  t ime.


