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FURTHER ADVENTURES OF 
 

BERTHA CLEAR, THE SKELETON’S BRIDE 
 
 
 In late 2011, I ended the narrative of “The Skeleton’s Bride” with Bertha Clear’s 
1884 court appearance in Philadelphia where she (or more likely her father) expressed 
second thoughts about her precipitous marriage to JB Garrison, the Living Skeleton who 
had been on exhibition at the Dime Museum in Philadelphia.  At that time, I could find no 
further mention of Bertha Clear or her erstwhile husband.   
 
 But Google, Chronicling America, GenealogyBank, etc. are busy scanning books 
and newspapers and by mid 2012 Bertha’s next adventure had been revealed.  I was 
also able to round out the life of Josiah Benjamin Garrison, the Living Skeleton, and as-
toundingly found a relative who had a photo of the fellow in his side show suit! 
 
 Bertha surfaced again in 1888.  I found this alarming report in the Elizabethtown 
(NY) Post and Gazette.  The article is pretty accurate about Bertha’s entanglement with 
JB Garrison, but the shocking news is a murder trial going on in Clarion, Iowa.  Oh, Ber-
tha, what now? 
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 In December of 1888, news reporters were dispatched to Clarion, Iowa, to cover 
the trial and their articles were picked up by newspapers across the country.  A pretty 
young actress, drugs, and a charge of murder raised as much media attention in 1888 
as the same combination does today. 
 
 The following article appears on the front page of the Monday, December 24, 
1888 Omaha Herald (Omaha, Nebraska).  While it contains some obvious errors (Bertha 
did not marry a dwarf; she married a living skeleton!) and a bit of editorializing, the article 
summarizes the events leading up to the trial and reports Bertha’s own testimony. 
 
 

The Jury’s True Verdict 
 

Mrs. Bertha Diggle Acquitted of the Charge of Poisoning Her Worthless Husband 
 

The Mental Strain at Last Relaxes to Leave Her 
Prostrated and Shattered In Health 

 
DesMoines, Ia., Dec. 23 [1888] (Special to The Herald).   
 
The jury in the Diggle case at Clarion came into court this 
morning with a verdict of not guilty.  Mrs. Diggle, who was 
entirely prostrated last night from nervousness, sat with 
her head resting in her hands, and when the jury said not 
guilty, she exclaimed “Oh!” and fell back into her 
brother’s arms, entirely prostrated, her muscles quivering 
and jerking her entire body.  Medical aid was summoned 
before she could be removed from the court room.  She 
is yet confined to her bed.  The jury stood nine for acquit-
tal and three for conviction on the first ballot.  The result 
was at once telegraphed to her mother and other rela-
tives in the east.   

 
Mrs. Bertha Diggle is the youngest of five children of Uriah Clair of Philadelphia.  She 
was born and raised in the western part of the city, remaining there until her marriage 
with George Diggle in 1884.  They afterward removed to Sioux Falls, Dak., where poverty 
and the inability of her husband to provide for her drove her to the stage after teaching 
music and keeping boarders failed.  Her accomplishments and beauty made him jealous.  
He became a monomaniac and destroyed himself.  It was in September last that the An-
drew’s opera company of which she was the leading soprano was playing a week’s en-
gagement at Clarion, [note: actually Ford Dramatic Company] where Diggle visited her 
and urged her to return to Sioux Falls.  She had bought a quantity of morphine and while 
she was out of the room and after refusing to return he put the poison in a glass of beer 
and drank it, expiring in two hours.  She was indicted for murder and her trial, which has 
consumed a week, results in her acquittal. 
 
Mrs. Diggle is a handsome and petit blond of twenty-five summers and is well known in 
theatrical circles.  Her life has been an eventful and in many respects an unhappy one.  
Belonging to the large class of American women sprung from respectable parents and 
possessing to a large degree those gifts and accomplishments which go to make the 
happy mother, loving wife and bright home so idealistic of American manner, tastes and 
customs.  With an added and too often unfortunate ambition to shine in a higher or more 
public sphere.  She early fell a victim to the fascinations and allurements of stage life, 
with all its concordant vices and vicissitudes and inevitable accompaniment of shiftless 
masculine barnacles in the shape of husbands who want a wife to support them.  Mrs. 
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Diggle has been several times married, notwithstanding her short career in life, and in 
each instance the marriage had been an unfortunate and unhappy one, such as would be 
well calculated to create a “Britormarte.”  She was at one time the wife of a dwarf in a 
Chicago museum and her last and probably most unfortunate alliance was that made 
with her late husband, George Diggle, a shiftless ne’er-do-well, and by occupation a bar-
ber.  The two had been raised in Philadelphia and had been acquainted from childhood 
and were married in that city in 1884 by which marriage Mrs. Diggle has two very pretty 
and interesting children.  In telling her story, Mrs. Diggle says: 
 

Mrs. Diggle’s Story 
 
She had known her husband from childhood and was little more than 20 when she mar-
ried him, he being three years her senior.  Her home was in Philadelphia, but Diggle had 
been West for several years.  He represented to his wife that he had a good business in 
the West at Clark, Dak., and they went there immediately after their marriage, reaching 
Clark in the winter of 1885. 
 
Her husband was a barber and had nothing, earning hardly enough to keep the pair from 
starving.  They lived in one small room back of the barber shop.  The building was a 
flimsy frame structure and in the fierce blizzard that almost swept it away, Mrs. Diggle 
says she suffered greatly with cold. 
 
In July of 1885, the couple went to Brookings, Dak, remaining there until May 1886, when 
Mrs. Diggle joined the Andrews opera company, then playing at a town near by.  She 
claimed she was impelled to the move by necessity, her husband, as usual, failing to find 
work enough to support them.  She had always sang and knew something of opera, so 
she was soon given leading roles in the opera company. 
 
Her first child was then about a half year old, and caused her considerable work and 
worry while traveling.  Under the advice of a physician she began the use of morphine, 
and had continued to use it while on the stage. 
 
She had not been long with this company when her husband followed her and also pro-
cured a place with the same company, handling baggage. 
 
Diggle fell sick and together they went to his father’s home in Munford, Wis. (note: this is 
probably Montfort, Wisconsin), in October 1886.  During his illness, according to the story 
of Mrs. Diggle, her husband used morphine constantly. 
 
After four weeks he was well again and they went to Madison, Wis., she going thence to 
her parents home in Philadelphia, he to Redfield, Dak. 
 
They owned a little house at Redfield which he sold at this time, and did not work again 
until the money was all spent.  Mrs. Diggle came back to her husband in December 1886 
where they lived until February 1887, going then to Sioux Falls, where she again joined 
Andrews opera company which was then playing in that place.  Her husband remained at 
Sioux Falls and in May of 1887 while playing at Albert Lea, she received a telegram an-
nouncing the serious illness of her husband, saying he was sick with typhoid fever.  He 
had been sick three weeks when I reached him, the narrator continued, and I nursed him 
constantly for five weeks.  During this time my husband used large quantities of mor-
phine.  After his recovery, it was arranged to have me go back to the Andrews company. 
 
I did and stayed with them until September 6, 1887.  In November 1887 my second child 
was born.  Meantime George was earning nothing and I saw something had to be done 
so three weeks after the babe was born I mortgaged the little furniture I had for $45 and 
renting a large house in Sioux Falls, tried to eke out a living by keeping boarders.  The 
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weather was severe, times were hard, George earned nothing and we had only two 
boarders, so we got into debt and lost the little we had. 
 
In February Ford’s Dramatic company was playing at Canton and I went there and got a 
situation as pianist, but was soon called to take the place of the leading lady.  My hus-
band was at Sioux Falls.  After my engagement with Ford’s and with a nurse, was caring 
for my babe, I sent them money every week to pay expenses and when near Sioux Falls 
went to see them. 
 
George was always writing to me to come home.  But he had no home for me and I 
wouldn’t have been home a day before I would have had to go out and do something.   
He has often told me that all he married me for was to get a living.  Coming down to Dig-
gles death, she began. 
 

He Visits His Wife 
 
It was on Wednesday, May 21, that my husband came to see me.  I had not written to 
him to come. 
 
The Ford company was playing an engagement at the Clarion opera house. 
 
I had the part of Mercedes in “Monte Christo.”  The curtain was about to go up for the fifth 
act when I glanced around to the left and saw my husband standing in the doorway of the 
gentlemen’s dressing room.  I advanced to meet him affectionately as usual, but he re-
pulsed me, saying:  “I don’t want anything to do with you until you have read this.”  And 
he handed me a letter.  I thrust it in my bosom and went on the stage.  George went out, 
and I next saw him in front of the opera house after the performance.  After a little quarrel 
there we went to my boarding place.  I talked to him until 2 o’clock and got him in a good 
humor.  We passed the night together and George rose early.  When I awoke he was 
ransacking my trunk and refused to tell me what he was looking for.  We spent the day 
together walking about town in the afternoon.  As I said before I frequently use morphine 
and on this afternoon I went down town and purchased 50 cents worth of one-eighth 
grain powders, which I placed in the inside pocket of my cloak and returned to my board-
ing place.  As I entered George followed me in, I hung the cloak in the bed room adjoin-
ing the sitting room and came back out on the porch.  Pretty soon George came out too.  
The baby was playing on the porch and I told George to go in and get a garment for her.  
He went in, but was so long gone, that I went in and got it myself. 
 

The Fatal Dose 
 
George was in the room where I had left the morphine.  In a little while he came out again 
and asked me to come in and have a glass of beer.  By the way, Mr. Reporter, don’t for-
get to mention that George brought two bottles of beer from Sioux Falls with him. 
 
Well, I went in with him.  There was a glass of beer poured out and settling on the table.  
He poured out another one and handed it to me, drinking the first.  George directed me to 
rinse the glasses so they would not taste of beer. 
 
I took them out to the well where was a tub of clear water and rinsed them.  We went out 
on the porch and George played with the baby while I was trimming a hat which I was to 
wear that evening.  Suddenly George said, “Oh! Bert! I feel so much better tonight.” 
 
I had a cold, and while down on the bills for a song, I told George I would not sing.  He 
said:  “Oh! do, Bert!  It may be the last time I’ll ever hear you sing.”  In a minute we were 
called to supper and George ate heartily. 
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After the meal was finished, he sat back, toothpick in hand, and the landlady, Mrs. Over-
acher, remarked how strange he looked.  I asked the cause and he said he supposed the 
beer had gone to his head.  There was a strange look in his eyes.  He said he felt sick.  
He laid down on the bed in the bedroom and called me to his side.  I sat down on the 
bedside; he put his arms around my neck and drew me down beside him and said:  “Oh, 
Bert, you have always been too good to me.”  These were his last words he said to me.  
He steadily grew worse and about 8 o’clock died.  The physician was called and said it 
was heart disease.  He even had to work half a hour with George before he found that a 
narcotic has been swallowed. 
 
I went to my cloak pocket and found that the morphine was gone.  Well, the corner’s jury 
examined the case closely and found nothing against me; but my enemies were at work 
and I was brought before the court then in session here and given a preliminary examina-
tion on the charge of having murdered my husband, but was discharged. 
 
Four weeks after George’s death I rejoined the company at Conrad and while there I was 
again arrested on warrants sworn out by Eagle Grove parties.  I was brought here to  
Clarion, given a preliminary examination, held over to the grand jury in bonds of $1,000.  
The bond was at once furnished and I returned to the company.  Court was set for Oct. 8 
and I came here to face the matter notwithstanding my enemies had predicted I would 
forfeit my bond. 
 
 

 Bertha’s brother, Samuel Clear, and her brother-in-law William F. Hansell, Jr. 
(married to Bertha’s sister Annie until Annie died in 1883) came from Philadelphia to 
stand by Bertha through this ordeal.  Reportedly, Samuel Clear “wept like a child” when 
his sister was found not guilty.  George Diggle’s father and a brother also attended the 
trial.   
 

At the onset of the trial, things did not look very good for Bertha. 
 

 The newspaper headlines screamed “An Actress Indicted for Murder,” “A Modern 
Lucretia Borgia,” “Deadly Draught.” 

 
 Mrs. Caroline Overacker, boarding house landlady, reported “undue intimacy” be-

tween Mrs. Diggle and Mr. Clint Ford. 
 

 Bertha’s purchase of morphine from S.B. Hamilton, druggist, was damning. 
 

 Dr. Marietta and others called to Mr. Diggle’s death bed opined Bertha’s distress 
at her husband’s death was feigned. 

 
 Bertha was accused of hiding the morphine wrapper. 

 
 But the tide turned when the defense was presented.  The December 21, 1888 
St. Paul Daily Globe: 
 

The defendant has a much stronger rebutting testimony than was expected.   
 
Mrs. Mason, nurse of Mrs. Diggle’s little child, testified that the relations between hus-
band and child were always pleasant.  Just before Diggle went to Clarion, he came to see 
me, and was very much excited, so much so that I thought he was out of his mind.   
 
Charles Hoard testified that deceased was in the habit of taking morphine pills.   
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E.F. Pughley, a travelling salesman, testified that Diggle told him that if his wife did not 
come with him he did not care whether he lived or not.  To George Sample he said:  “If 
she does not come home with me I will kill myself.”  Eighteen witnesses, all from Sioux 
Falls, testified substantially to the fact that Diggle was of a melancholy disposition and 
forced family and business conversations upon every one, and always became excited 
when so talking.  All thought he was more or less out of his mind on family questions.  
Depositions to the same effect were offered from Redfield, Alexandria and other points in 
Dakota where deceased had lived.  Depositions from Philadelphia to the effect that Mrs. 
Diggle’s character for morality, truth and veracity was good were presented.   
 
Mrs. Diggle testified that on one occasion, during one of her husband’s spells of despon-
dency, he threatened her life and his own destruction; that she was devoted to her hus-
band, and on account of her poverty he wanted her to go on the stage.  All her earnings 
she sent to him.  It is the prevailing opinion tonight that Mrs. Diggle will be acquitted. 

 
 
Mr. Stone must have been a 
defense attorney’s delight. 
 
The Daily Inter Ocean, Chicago, IL.  
12/22/1888 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 January 19, 1889 - The New York Clipper:  A few weeks after the trial, the Ford 
Dramatic Company and citizens of Belmond, Iowa (proximate to Clarion) bid farewell to 
Bertha before she travelled back to Philadelphia.  This is my last sighting of Bertha. 

 
  
 Again, Bertha Clear Diggle disappears from sight--at least until genealogist 
Sarah Thorson Little brought to my attention a critical piece of information. 
 
 
2003 Trial Reenactment in Clarion, Iowa 
 

An outline of Bertha’s trial (Case No. 154 of the criminal docket of the December 
term of District Court, State of Iowa vs. Bertha Diggle) is included in the History of Wright 
County, Iowa, editor B.P. Birdsall, 1915 (available at archive.org).   
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Bertha’s trial was not destined to languish in the dusty annals of history.  In 2003, 
Bertha once again took the stand, channeled through Nicki Conlon, a local Clarion, Iowa, 
actress. 
 
 Attorney Dewayne Knoshaug and Judge Newt Draheim of Clarion co-founded 
the idea of presenting reenactments of old trials at the Heartland Museum in Clarion, 
providing good entertainment and raising funds for the museum.  Local people played 
the parts (some mirroring their own occupations).  Members of the audience were called 
as jurors.  Once again, Bertha was found not guilty. 
 
George Diggle 
 
 George Diggle was born in England in 1850.  His father, Robert, sailed to Phila-
delphia in 1854.  George, with his three brothers (Joseph, James and John) and his 
mother, arrived in 1856.  Robert Diggle was a spinner by trade and the family lived on 
54th Street in West Philadelphia.  George’s mother died in 1865.  Robert Diggle remar-
ried and the family moved to Wisconsin.  James and John stayed in Philadelphia. 
 
 By the 1870 census, the Diggle family is listed in Wingville, Wisconsin.  The post 
office location on the census sheet is Montfort, Wisconsin. 

 
From History of Grant 
County, Wisconsin, 1881, p. 
993. 
TOWN OF WINGVILLE 
ROBERT DIGGLE, farmer, 
Sec. 23; P. O. Montfort; 
born in England in 1826; he 
emigrated to Philadelphia in 
August, 1854, where he was 
engaged in the calico print 
works of that city, which 
business he had learned in 
England. He came to Grant 
Co. in October, 1869, and 
settled on his present farm. 
He was married in England 
to Betsey Whittaker, who 
died in Philadelphia; his 
present wife was Mrs. Sarah 
Shapcott, formerly Miss 
Powell, born in Somerset-

shire, England, about 1822. Mr. Diggle had six children by his first marriage, four of 
whom are living, viz.: Joseph, James, George and John. Mrs. Diggle has four sons by 
her first marriage - William, John, Henry and Richard. Mr. D.'s farm contains 160 acres. 
He and wife are members of the Advent Church. 

 
In the 1880 census, George Diggle, 30 years old (born 1850 in England) is listed 

as a boarder in the home of George and Eva Sprague in Bloomington, Wisconsin (35 
miles from Montfort).  His occupation is barber.  George’s father and his wife are still liv-
ing near Montfort, Wisconsin. 
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It appears that George Diggle and Bertha Clear married shortly after the dissolu-
tion of Bertha’s “marriage” to the Living Skeleton in January of 1884.   

 
 In 1884, George Diggle’s brothers, John and James (both wool sorters), were 
living in West Philadelphia, which provides a connection for George’s presence in the 
city at this time. I could find no recorded information about the marriage of George and 
Bertha and can’t help but speculate that Bertha’s parents may have strong-armed her 
into a marriage that would get her out of Philadelphia after her entanglement with the 
Living Skeleton. 
 

After their marriage, George and Bertha went to Clark, South Dakota, and then 
moved from place to place.  Towns mentioned in Bertha’s testimony are marked.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1895 US Atlas - Rand McNally Corp. - South Dakota 
 
 
  
 
 
 
                                                   Clarion, Wight County, Iowa 
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 George and Bertha are listed in The Brookings, South Dakota, Business Direc-
tory: 
 

1885 - George Diggle, barbershop 
 
1886 - Mrs. George Diggle - Music & Painting 
 

 
 There is a Diggle listing in the 1888 Sioux Falls, South Dakota, Directory: 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
George Diggle’s death is recorded in the Clarion Courthouse, Book 1, P. 

28 #326, recorded August 6, 1888: 
 

George Diggle, Age-38 yrs., Date of death May 24, 1888. 
Sex M, Color W, Occupation Barber, Married, Born in England. 
Place of death, Clarion, Iowa; cause of death morphine. 
Date of burial, Clarion, Iowa, May 27, 1888. 

 
There is a report that George Diggle’s body was taken back to Sioux Falls for 

burial.  His death certificate reports burial in Clarion which would be the Evergreen 
Cemetery. 
 
 
Andrews Opera Company 
 

The Andrews Family Opera Company, founded by the family of John Andrews, a 
Methodist minister, was based in Minnesota.  The family began its professional musical 
career in 1876 as the Andrews Swiss Bell Ringers, traveling around by covered wagon.  
 

In 1882 they were inspired by a performance of the Chicago Opera Choir Com-
pany and put together their own opera troupe which lasted until 1901.  Travelling by 
train, their operas were mostly presented in small towns and cities throughout the Mid-
west.  Bertha traveled with this company in 1886 and 1887.  Reportedly, Bertha sang the 
part of Yum Yum in the Mikado.  
 
 



Nancy Ettensperger - 2012  Further Adventures of Bertha Clear - Page 10 

Clint G. Ford Company 
 

Clint G. Ford was born in Hartford, Kentucky in 1861.  Clint 
made his debut into theatrical work in 1882.  In 1886 he 
formed Ford’s Dramatic Company in Chicago and the troupe 
toured coast to coast.  
 
In February of 1888, Bertha joined the company in Canton, 
Iowa.  She first played the piano and then took the place of 
the leading lady.  In May of 1888, the company was appearing 
at the opera house in Clarion where Bertha played the role of 
Mercedes in “The Count of Monte Christo.” 
 
 

 
Bertha used the stage name “Jessie Leland.”  The New York Clipper published a 

roster of Ford’s company touring throughout the northwest in 1888: 
 
 

C.W. Taylor  W.S. Hammet 
E.L. Graves  Jessie Leland 
P.E. Mackid  Nellie Ennis 
Will Ennis  E.C. Graves 
F.M. Kimball  Mollie Hammett 

 
 

A spurious rumor appeared in the Oc-
tober 15, 1890 Columbus Journal, two years 
after Bertha’s trial.  This is a false report.  
Possibly Bertha was reengaged by the Ford 
Dramatic Company and perhaps the plot of 
the performance gave rise to someone’s idea 
of a joke.   

 
 

 
Ford’s obituary appears in the 
June 13, 1914 issue of the New 
York Clipper (found in ar-
chive.org). 
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Lake View Opera Hall, Clarion, Iowa 
 
 The Lake View Opera Hall in Clarion, Iowa, is listed in the John B. Jeffrey’s 
Guide and Directory to the Opera Houses, Theatres, Public Halls, Bill Posters, etc. of the 
Cities and Towns of America, 1889. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 The bill poster, Clarence Overacker, was 18 in 1888, the son of Caroline Over-
acker, the landlady of Bertha’s boarding house.  Presumably it was Clarence’s job to run 
around town posting flyers advertising whatever shows were held at the Lake View Op-
era Hall.   
 
 
Bertha’s Defense Team 
 

Ulysses Simpson Grant Cherry (1863-1943) was born and 
educated in Ohio.  In 1887 he graduated from Columbian 
Law School in Washington, D.C.  By February 1888 he set 
up a law practice in Sioux Falls, South Dakota.   
 
Attorney Cherry was 25 and legally wet behind the ears 
when he was added to Bertha’s defense team.  He certainly 
started off his career with a high profile case. 
 
Cherry founded the Cadwell Law Firm in Sioux Falls which 
is still in existence. 
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Daniel Darrow Chase (1830-1891).  Attorney Chase arrived in 
Iowa in the late 1850s and was active in many spheres of Iowa 
civic life:  private attorney, member of the State Board of Educa-
tion, District Attorney, Judge of the District Court for nine years.  
In 1864 Judge Chase was a delegate at large from Iowa to the 
Republican national convention which re-nominated Lincoln for 
President.  He served as a state senator.   
 
Attorney Chase was 58 years old when he served on Bertha’s 
defense team.  He must have picked the short straw for his part 
in this experiment in preparation for Bertha’s trial: 
 
“  …the defense made a test case of the effects to be produced 
from mixing morphine with beer and drinking it.  In so doing, it 
was related that ex-Judge D.D. Chase, of Webster City, drank of 

beer so mixed, and the result was that it produced a stupor which caused much 
alarm and came near costing him his life.” 

 
 
Nagle & Birdsall 
 
Corydon M. Nagle (1843-1919) was born and educated in 
Iowa.  Nagle moved his law practice to Clarion in 1881 and 
served on the school board and town council and was the 
park commissioner and public library trustee.   Nagle and 
Benjamin P. Birdsall were partners from 1884 until 1894 when 
Mr. Birdsall became Judge of the Eleventh Judicial District.   
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Benjamin Pixley Birdsall (1858-1917).  Born in Wisconsin 
and educated in Iowa.  After his stint as a judge, Birdsall 
served three terms in Congress as the Republican repre-
sentative of Iowa.  He then practiced law in Clarion until his 
death. 
 
Birdsall edited the History of Wright County, Iowa, 1915. 
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END NOTES 
 
 
Elizabethtown Post, Elizabethtown, NY, January 24, 1889, Page 3, Image 3.  The trial was over 
by the time this article was published.  Newspaper located at NYSHistoricNewspapers.org. 
 
Omaha Herald (Omaha, NE), December 24, 1888, Vol XXIV, Issue 84, Page 1 “The Jury’s True 
Verdict, Mrs. Bertha Diggle Acquitted of the Charge of Poisoning Her Worthless Husband,” avail-
able at GenealogyBank.com 
 
 
Nancy Bowers, Iowa Unsolved Murders 

http://www.iowaunsolvedmurders.com/the-murders/fatal-glass-beer-murder-george-
diggle-1888/ 

 
 

Sarah Thorson Little 
http://iagenweb.org/wright/georgediggle.html 

 
 
Jo Ann Kramer of the Wright County Genealogy Searchers of Clarion, Iowa provided George Dig-
gle’s death record. 
 
 
Map of Montfort from Historic Map Works, Grant County, Wisconsin, 1877 
 
 
Brookings, South Dakota Business Directory found in South Dakota State University Archives 
 
 
 
 
 


