
Riggs v. Palmer (1889)



On the 13th day of August 1880, Francis B. Palmer made his last 
will and testament, in which he gave small legacies to his two 
daughters, Mrs. Riggs and Mrs. Preston, the plaintiffs in this action, 
and the remainder of his estate to his grandson, the defendant, 
Elmer E. Palmer, subject to the support of Susan Palmer, his 
mother, with a gift over to the two daughters, subject to the support 
of Mrs. Palmer, in case Elmer should survive him and die under 
age, unmarried and without any issue. The testator at the date of 
his will owned a farm and considerable personal property. He was a 
widower, and thereafter, in March 1882, he was married to Mrs. 
Bresee, with whom before his marriage he entered into an ante- 
nuptial contract in which it was agreed that, in lieu of dower and all 
other claims upon his estate in case she survived him, she should 
have her support upon his farm during her life, and such support 
was expressly charged upon the farm. 



At the date of the will, and, subsequently, to the death of the 
testator, Elmer lived with him as a member of his family, and at his 
death was sixteen years old. He knew of the provisions made in his 
favor in the will, and, that he might prevent his grandfather from 
revoking such provisions, which he had manifested some intention 
to do, and to obtain the speedy enjoyment and immediate 
possession of his property, he willfully murdered him by poisoning 
him. He now claims the property, and the sole question for our 
determination is, can he have it? The defendants say that the 
testator is dead; that his will was made in due form and has been 
admitted to probate, and that, therefore, it must have effect 
according to the letter of the law.



This case presents a matter of first impression: is a will valid even if 
the beneficiary murdered the testator?


• Does the law require that the will be executed in favor of Elmer? 
Why or why not? 


• Is it morally permissible for Elmer to inherit his grandfather’s 
estate?


• How should the judges make their decision in this case? What 
kinds of reasons should they rely on, merely legal ones or moral 
ones as well? 

Discussion Questions


