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Over the last few years, the appetite for true crime stories 
has seemed insatiable. Podcasts and documentaries 

devoted to dissecting cases—the more chilling the better—are 
among the most “binge-worthy” programming being created. 

However, since 1989 visitors to the Department of Special 
Collections and Archives (on the 12th floor of the Kent 
State University Library) have had ample opportunity to 
obsess over some of history’s most fascinating and disturbing 
criminal cases.

The Borowitz Collection’s books, artifacts and ephemera 
(things meant for short-term use such as pamphlets and 
postcards) document the history of crime from ancient times 
to the present day, mostly in the United States, England, 
France and Germany. Donated by Albert Borowitz and 
Helen Osterman Borowitz, the collection features materials 
related to some of the most notorious criminals and their 
crimes, including the Lindbergh baby kidnapping and 
murder, outlaws of the American West and Jack the Ripper.

“One of the highlights (of the collection) is a ‘penny 
dreadful’ publication called The Whitechapel Murders or 
The Mysteries of the East End, which was published in 1888 
while the Ripper murders were still occurring,” says Cara 
Gilgenbach, head of Special Collections and Archives, 
acting university archivist and associate professor. “It’s 
described in the collection’s inaugural catalog as a ‘mixture 
of fact and fantasy.’ But I find it fascinating to see something 
that was printed and sold during the time of what would 
become one of the most infamous unsolved serial murder 
cases in history.”

Albert Borowitz and Helen Osterman Borowitz, of 
Cleveland, spent decades accumulating their collection. He 
had started it at age 12 when he asked his father, a business 
executive and book collector, to buy him an edition of the 
complete Sherlock Holmes stories. Albert Borowitz went on 
to Harvard University, where he earned a BA in classics, 
an MA in Chinese regional studies and a JD. Although 
he practiced corporate (not criminal) law as a partner 
in an international firm, in his personal time Borowitz 
studied true crime incidents and their influence on the arts, 
literature, culture and society.

By the time he retired, he and his wife, a Radcliffe-
educated art historian with literary interests, had amassed a 
library of more than 12,000 primary and secondary sources 
on crime as well as works of literature based on true crime 
incidents. Albert Borowitz also has written a number of true 
crime essays, articles and books (both fiction and nonfiction), 
some with his wife (who died in 2012). He received the 1981 
Cleveland Arts Prize for Literature.

In 1988, the Borowitzes were looking for a permanent 
home for their collection when Albert Borowitz met Dean 
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The Whitechapel Murders or the Mysteries of the East End (London. G. Purkess, 
286 Strand. W.C., 1888), engraved title page inside double frame, 149 x 215 
mm. The Jack the Ripper murders were still occurring when this publication, a 
mixture of fact and fantasy, appeared.
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The Kent State University Press, which publishes two 
journals as well as 20–30 books each year, is known for 

a variety of fields including history, literature and regional 
studies—and a series of current books about true crime 
history for both a general and scholarly audience.

The spark for developing the True Crime History 
Series was Albert Borowitz’s Blood and Ink: An International 
Guide to Fact-Based Crime Literature, which The Kent State 
University Press published in 2002. His 586-page annotated 
bibliography provides a broad selection of true crime 
accounts from the 17th through 20th centuries, as well as 
literary works based on true crime incidents. It includes 
books from his extensive personal library, which he and his 
wife, Helen Osterman Borowitz, began donating to Kent 
State in 1989.

In 2003, the Press engaged Albert Borowitz as its true 
crime history editor, and the first books in the series were 
published in 2005. 

Susan Wadsworth-Booth, director of The Kent State 
University Press, says the Press has a reputation for 
publishing books that are highly researched and well 
documented, including those devoted to true crime. That 
reputation and a surge in the general public’s interest have 
raised the publisher’s profile among fans of the genre.

 Books in the True Crime History Series often are 
featured on the popular literary website CrimeReads. They 
also have been featured on true crime podcasts, and a few 
have been licensed for film or TV rights. One of the series’ 
authors, James Badal, has appeared on Court TV to discuss 
cases in his books.

 Wadsworth-Booth says the Press has become known 
among writers for publishing books on intriguing and thought-
provoking crime cases. That has resulted in an increase in 
book proposals, not all of which meet the publisher’s standards. 

“We don’t want to publish books that are just sensational or 
‘ripped from the headlines,’” she says. “We are committed to 
true crime stories that are genuinely significant in historical 
terms—those that have important context in cultural, 
psychological, sociological, political or legal areas. 

“I believe that these stories, in part, show us both the best 
and worst of human nature, and we can all identify with 
that in some way,” she adds. “I also think we all want to 
understand mystery. What are the cultural and sociological 
factors that fed into this act of violence, or what factors led 
to someone being accused or prosecuted? What can we learn 
about our systems of justice, of checks and balances, that can 
help explain our current culture? And, of course, are there 
people in these stories with whom we sympathize? That’s the 
part that most captures my imagination.”

—Candace Goforth DeSantis, BS ’94

Two recent publications from  
the True Crime History Series:

Queen of the Con:  
From a Spiritualist to  
the Carnegie Imposter
by Thomas Crowl (The 
Kent State University Press, 
Oct. 26, 2021) tells the true 
story of Cassie Chadwick, 
a successful swindler and 

“one of the top 10 imposters 
of all time,” according to 
Time magazine. Posing as 
the illegitimate daughter 
of philanthropist Andrew 
Carnegie, she borrowed $2 
million (approximately $50 
million today) throughout 

northern Ohio, Pittsburgh, New York and Boston. When the 
fraud scheme collapsed in 1904, it was a nationwide sensation. 
The book leads readers to consider aspects of gender 
stereotypes, social and economic class structures, and the 
ways in which we humans can so often be fooled.

The Potato Masher 
Murder: Death at the 
Hands of a Jealous 
Husband by Gary Sosniecki 
(The Kent State University 
Press, June 30, 2020) is the 
true story of a murder that 
took place in 1906 and was 
front-page news throughout 
northern Indiana for much 
of a year—but was never 
spoken of by the family for 
several generations. It was 
written by the murdered 
wife’s great-grandson, an 
award-winning journalist 

who uncovered the family’s dark secret. As he discovered, wife 
beating was commonplace in the early 20th century, and his 
book unearths the full story of two immigrant families united 
by love and torn apart by domestic violence. 

Keller at a dinner hosted by a mutual friend. At the time, Keller 
was associate director of Kent State University Libraries and 
founding curator of the Department of Special Collections. He 
invited Albert Borowitz to the Kent Campus, and the following 
year, the Borowitzes began donating their true crime and sheet 
music collections to the Kent State University Library.

Since then, the collections have continued to grow through 
acquisition and donation. Today, the Borowitz Collection is an 
international source for crime historians, film documentarians, 
museum curators, novelists, antiquarian book dealers and 
producers of some of those “binge-worthy” programs.

“I am fond of saying that even if you think you aren’t interested 
in true crime, the Borowitz Collection will make you a convert,” 
Gilgenbach wrote in the collection’s 25th anniversary exhibition 
catalog. “There’s truly something for everyone in this collection, 
and I know it will offer countless researchers material to discover 
and explore for generations to come.” 

—Candace Goforth DeSantis, BS ’94

See selections from the Borowitz Collection at www.kent.edu/
magazine/borowitz-collection-centuries-true-crime.

Special Collections and Archives is creating a digital archive 
of some of the material from the Borowitz Collection. In-person 
research with the collection is available by appointment.  
To schedule a visit, call 330-672-2270 or email  
specialcollections@kent.edu.




