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Title: The Devil in the White City: Murder, Magic, and Madness at the Fair That Changed America
Author:  Erick Larson
Author Information:  Mr. Larson has an undergraduate degree in Russian history and a graduate degree in journalism.  He has written other historical books such as Isaac's Storm: A Man, a Time, and the Deadliest Hurricane in History and Thunderstruck. The Devil in the White City was a National Book Award Finalist.
Publishing Information:  Vantage Books; copyright 2003; ISBN-10: 0375725601
Theme:  The complexity of creating the Chicago World’s Fair, also called the Columbian Exposition, of 1893 with all the inherent problems of budgets, weather and egos of those involved coupled with the detailed description of H.H. Holmes, America’s first documented serial killer is presented.  The reader is left to marvel at the actual accomplishment of the completion of the fair after reading the book as well as the ease at which Holmes was able to carry out his horrible plans.   
Number of Pages:   447 pages
Target Audience:  High school and adult
Brief Description:  Larson has intertwined two stories, one the building of the world’s fair at Chicago and the other the evolution of H. H. Holmes as a serial killer of young ladies and sometimes children.   Daniel Burnham had proposed Chicago as the site of the 1893 fair and his plan was accepted which meant he had then to find a way to accomplish his dream. The rush was on to hire architects, builders and employees to operate the fair in the short time allowed by Chicago’s weather in order to meet the opening day deadline.  Larson alternates his story of the fair building with that of Holmes from his arrival in Chicago, his name change and the building of his hotel – the site of his killings.  The reader follows the painstaking efforts of creating the fair, down to the smallest of details as well as the increasingly bizarre behavior of Holmes as the city attracts young workers.
Major Points:  A key point in the book is that of Burnham’s hopes for the fair as well as the many trials to pull together the great architects of the time.  This seemed to be as overwhelming of a task as the actual building.

The many new items to come from the fair as well as the use of the new technology of electricity to the scale it was used is part of the history of the fair that cannot be overlooked.  The wonders of the fair left few untouched and many to marvel at for years to come.  


Another key point was the number of young women who came to Chicago to seek a better life only to be taken in by the charismatic H. H. Holmes.   The women would disappear easily in the hectic city with families never to hear from them again.   The number of actual victims is impossible to know as a result.
Your Opinion:  Erik Larson does a wonderful job of weaving the two stories together in The Devil in The White City.  High school students will not be overwhelmed by the elaborate detail of the fair building because of Larson’s back and forth approach in telling the stories.   The reader can visualize the time period and appreciate the differences of the time period they live in verses the Gilded Age of Chicago.  
Ideas for use in the Classroom:  
1. The Chicago World’s fair of 1893 changed the landscape of the lake shore area.  Students can list obstacles Olmstead had to overcome in the short, summer seasons to bring about the aesthetic changes the architect Daniel Burnham wanted for the fair.  
2. The tourism from around the world and its impact on the Chicago area can be discussed in relation to the time period and the difficulty in traveling in 1893 ex:  Archduke Franz Ferdinand 
3. The technological advances necessary to the success of the fair from the showcasing of electricity to the entertainment aspect of the Ferris Wheel.  Students can theorize the importance to the spread of the advances on a global scale as a result of the global tourism.

4. Provide students with a list of the people or things connected with the fair and have them research the significance of each during/after the fair.   Ex:  Did Elias Disney’s work - stories to his son Walt - have an impact on his future plans for a theme park?  Inventions such as Juicy Fruit and Cracker Jacks.  The establishment of Columbus Day as a result.
5. Research and analyze other World Fairs: locations, distributions, advent of new technologies…
6. Multiple GHW standards can be addressed with the use of this book.

