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  INTRODUCTION




  Twenty-five years ago, I disturbed the bones of an old murder case. It was unsolved; a man had been convicted but then freed on appeal, and no one else had subsequently been

  brought to book. Back in 1931, the hot-from-the-hob headlines had blazed the tale. An insurance agent called Wallace had murdered his drab little wife, beating out her brains in their

  blood-boltered front parlour in Liverpool with such unclerkly ferocity that the walls were streaked, spattered and flecked as high as the picture rail. Wallace was accused of having devised an

  alibi of consummate cunning, involving the critical synchromesh of logged telephone calls, word-of-mouth messages, at least three tram timetables and a bogus appointment. Picking it over for a

  radio programme half a century later, a panel of experts agreed that Wallace did not murder his wife—indeed, could not have done so. Moreover, newly uncovered testimony suggested a different

  solution and buttressed the case against a different suspect, a much younger man who boasted secret CID connections, a propensity to steal and to dissemble, and who nursed a grudge against Wallace.

  Yet amid the excitement of discovery, we discerned an unexpected note of melancholy. It now seemed a shame to spoil a perfectly good whodunnit. We had, in a sense, performed the reverse of alchemy

  and transmuted the burnished gold of mystery into dross. Solving the riddle had diminished the story, reduced it to a commonplace. Everyone loves a good murder, but especially a murder that defies

  solution, that continues to frustrate and ultimately defeat our forensic skills and the constructs of logic. We’d rather our unsolved crimes remain unsolved. What draws us is the magnetic

  field of mystery.




  For more than three hundred years, readers of crime fiction have accorded with the seventeenth-century writer and physician Sir Thomas Browne. “I love to lose myself in a mystery,”

  declared this strange and curious sage in one of his few homespun moments. But his enthusiasm was characteristically prognostic—he had identified a trend that was only to achieve its full

  flowering a full three centuries later during the Golden Age of the detective novel. The English poet W. H. Auden (1907–1973) was a self-confessed addict, but viewed the popularity of the

  whodunnit as a substitute for religious patterns of certainty, the dialectic of innocence and guilt. Auden was anxious to dignify the genre. He described the noir tales of the American

  Raymond Chandler, a writer of the hard-boiled school, as serious studies of a criminal milieu, to be read and judged, not as escape literature, but as works of art. And yet, detective

  fiction is imprisoned within a basic formula. It is a ritual, as Auden himself reminds us: “a murder occurs; many are suspected; all but one suspect, who is the murderer, are eliminated; the

  murderer is arrested or dies.”1




  The connoisseur of real-life crime is affronted by this comfortable and threadbare format. He knows that in the real world, not every crime mystery is solved by the arrival of the detective, the

  knitting of brows and the application of improbable powers of deduction. Murder is always mysterious. Even if (as the American murder scholar Wendy Lesser suggests) we know all the who-what-when

  facts, “the distance between our own lives and the act of murder leaves a space where mystery creeps in. We seem able, though, to accept the full subtlety, the full complexity of the mystery

  only in a work of fiction, which can give us other satisfactions than The Definite Answer.”2 There is no fiction in the stories that follow; but

  neither is there a full tally of Definite Answers. Far from it. Here are crimes so puzzling, sometimes clueless, often motiveless, that we can only guess at the truth of them.




  The history of unsolved crime is as old as the history of crime itself, but it has only been documented in any coherent form for the last 200 years or so. One of the earliest recorded cases of

  unsolved murder in London dates from 1678 when Sir Edmund Berry Godfrey, politician, magistrate and woodmonger, was found dead in a ditch. The crime remains one of the most celebrated of historical

  British mysteries. Sir Edmund was the magistrate before whom Titus Oates swore the existence of a Popish Plot, by which English Protestants would be massacred, the King assassinated and a Catholic

  ministry installed in his place. The “plot” was Oates’s invention, but Godfrey’s murder ensured that the tale gained widespread currency. Whoever did the murder was supposed

  to have dripped blobs of wax on to the body, possibly in an effort to throw suspicion on to the priests from the Popish Queen’s Chapel. Three Catholic suspects were duly arrested, tried and

  hanged for the murder, but the trial was a travesty and the part played by this wretched trio in Godfrey’s demise (if any) remains hidden. The great essayist in black humour Thomas de Quincey

  (1785–1859), applying the principles of aesthetic criticism to murder (“as one of the fine arts”), judged Sir Edmund’s assassination “the finest work of the

  seventeenth century” precisely because no one knew who had done it. “In the grand feature of mystery, which in some shape or other ought to colour every judicious attempt at

  murder, it is excellent,” de Quincey declared, “for the mystery is not yet dispersed.”3




  Another early unsolved case occurred in Bristol in the middle of the eighteenth century, de Quincey’s Augustan age of murder, a double killing he applauded for its “originality of

  design, boldness and depth of style”. This was the shocking case of a Mrs Ruscombe, who lived in College Green with a single maidservant. Some suspicion arising, neighbours broke into the

  house and found Mrs Ruscombe murdered in her bedroom and the servant murdered on the stairs. The case was never officially solved, although suspicion fell on several local tradesmen including a

  baker and a chimney sweep. Some fifty years later, de Quincey himself claimed to have learned the real murderer’s identity during a visit to the home of a celebrated surgeon. The surgeon kept

  a private museum, in which de Quincey was shown a cast or deathmask taken from a notorious Lancashire highwayman. This villain concealed his profession from his neighbours by drawing woollen

  stockings over his horse’s legs to muffle the clatter of its hooves as he rode up a flagged alley to his stable. The surgeon had dissected the highwayman’s body under curious

  circumstances. “At the time of his execution for highway robbery,” he explained, “I was studying under Cruickshank and the man’s figure was so uncommonly fine that no money

  or exertion was spared to get into possession of him with the least possible delay. By the connivance of the under-sheriff, he was cut down within the legal time and instantly put into a

  chaise-and-four; so that when he reached Cruickshank’s he was positively not dead. Mr ——, a young student at that time, had the honour of giving him the coup de

  grace, and finishing the sentence of the law.” De Quincey was sceptical at first, but two pieces of information from a Lancashire woman who knew the highwayman convinced him.

  “One was the fact of his absence for a whole fortnight at the period of that murder; the other that, within a very little time after, the neighbourhood of this highwayman was deluged with

  dollars—now, Mrs Ruscombe was known to have hoarded about 2,000 of that coin. Be the artist, however, who he might, the affair remains a durable monument of his genius; for such was the

  impression of awe and the sense of power left behind by the strength of the conception manifested in this murder, that no tenant (as I was told in 1810) had been found up to that time for Mrs

  Ruscombe’s house.”4




  Such exceptional murders aside, crime chronicles from Biblical times until the eighteenth century disclose few cases that were unresolved or that proved insoluble; indeed, there was an

  underlying assumption that although the mills of justice may have ground slow and exceeding small, at least they ground passably straight. Justice always got it right. Forces of law and order,

  including those predating the modern police, were deemed incorruptible and all-knowing, incapable of making mistakes. Virtually every suspect fed into the machinery of the courts emerged at the

  other end bearing the brand of guilt and was often doomed to die. Acquittals were rare. A more brutal public appetite demanded vengeance. It would not do to have crimes left unsolved, loose ends

  trailing. Fortunately, when cases fell short of a conviction, few people came to hear about it.




  The spread of literacy in the early nineteenth century put a brake on such ignorance. In Britain, a series of sensational murders (the Thurtell–Hunt case, the crimes of the bodysnatchers

  Burke and Hare, and the murder by William Corder of Maria Marten in the Red Barn) excited the interest of an embryonic popular press, and the die was cast. Indeed, in 1824 the trial of Thurtell and

  Hunt, a couple of Regency conmen who bludgeoned their victim, shot him and finally slit his throat, was the first “trial by newspaper”. But these cases all ended with a snap of the

  hangman’s trap that was richly deserved, and the day of the unsolved crime as an identifiable genre had not yet dawned.




  Murder was a favourite topic of popular literature in England as early as Elizabethan times, and accounts of occasional homicides “pathetic or merely horrifying” appeared in

  seventeenth- and eighteenth-century broadsheets. Shakespeare read about real-life murder, and so, in a later age, did Dickens. In his day, an eager reading public drawn from the literate (and, by

  definition, “respectable”) section of the population devoured the accounts of crimes and criminals pulled together and published by the hacks of Grub Street. Detective fiction was also

  putting down roots, with Edgar Allen Poe’s “tales of ratiocination” of the 1840s establishing a format that would reach its apotheosis nearly a century later. Fashionable ladies

  despatched their servants to purchase the most celebrated of Grub Street compilations, the Newgate Calendar; their daughters and granddaughters thronged the Old Bailey half a century

  later for the trial of the Stauntons, the family accused in the so-called Penge Mystery: “well-dressed women, favoured occupants of the choicest seats [who] stared through lorgnettes and

  opera-glasses at the four pale and weary creatures . . . in the dock”, latter-day tricoteuses over-dressed, over-jewelled and over-victualled on champagne who lapped up every detail of

  the evidence “and [who] skimmed the pages of Punch when the interest flagged.”5




  The lower orders, meanwhile, devoured their news of crimes and criminals from cheap broadsheets printed and hawked about the streets by entrepreneurs such as James “Jemmy” Catnach

  (1792–1841). At the time of the Thurtell–Hunt case, Catnach alone, operating four presses day and night, produced a quarter of a million such broadsheets; when the trial began he hired

  two extra printers and turned out half a million copies of the proceedings. They were crude and flimsy productions, but they had an immediate mass appeal. Few survive. Like those observed in London

  as early as the 1680s by the poet John Dryden, these sordid and often scandalous sheets were not designed for posterity. Most were passed roughly from hand to hand, or pasted to walls before

  becoming, in Dryden’s lapidary phrase, “martyrs of pies, and relics of the bum”.6




  But it was the yellow press, launched in the middle of the nineteenth century, that offered its army of semi-literate readers a large weekly helping of crime that became as much an essential

  ingredient of the dreary British Sunday as roast beef and Yorkshire pudding. By the 1830s, the Observer was proclaiming twenty columns of crime a week, a level of coverage only matched by

  the News of the World, making its debut in 1843. By the 1870s, the Daily Telegraph, founded in 1855 as the first penny daily, was able to boast the biggest

  circulation in the world (200,000 copies a day), and to attribute its success chiefly to its comprehensive coverage of crime. At last, the British middle classes were becoming (respectably)

  crime-conscious.




  Murder was also a staple of Victorian popular fiction. The Gothic novels of the late eighteenth century had spawned a low-life offspring, the crude genre known as the penny dreadful (and its

  collateral, the shilling shocker). On a higher plane altogether, Charles Dickens also helped to raise Victorian awareness of criminality, since most of his novels featured murder, robbery, rape,

  incest, arson or some assorted villainy. Dickens, an experienced journalist, published his early works in weekly parts and recognized the cliffhanging possibilities of crime-based plots. After his

  death in 1870, other writers like Wilkie Collins seized the flame and carried it forward. Collins’s novel The Moonstone contains echoes of real-life Victorian cases, while the

  now-forgotten Chetwynd Calverley by William Harrison Ainsworth contains a poisoning case squarely based on the notorious Bravo mystery at Balham in 1876, one of the earliest

  “unsolved” crimes in the age of mass literacy.




  I have surveyed the territory with a wide-angle lens. Every crime included in this collection is (or was) “unsolved” in one way or another, but in staking out the limits of my

  territory I have stretched the definition of that word in order to accommodate as wide a range of cases as possible. At the core of these cases are those real-life mysteries that are as perplexing

  now as they ever were — they encompass murders by person or persons unknown, crimes that resulted in no criminal charge, or where (demonstrably) the wrong person was accused or (again,

  demonstrably) the right person was not. Pre-eminent among these puzzlements are the crimes of Jack the Ripper in the East End of London in the so-called autumn of terror in 1888.




  The Ripper killings remain shrouded in a fog of absurd claims and improbable culprits. No one will ever know the Ripper’s identity for certain, which is why the mystery still supports an

  annual crop of new books, articles, films, videos and websites, not to mention an entire society of Ripperologists, complete with official newsletter and merchandise. Among these seekers after

  truth are numbered some of the true crime industry’s most distinguished and talented, along with the daftest and most dismal. Happily and harmlessly, each keeps the other entertained. In 1998

  Colin Wilson calculated that no fewer than fifty books had appeared on the case since Leonard Matters first proposed a certain Dr Stanley as the Ripper in a book published in 1929. And yet behind

  the terrifying and unstoppable juggernaut of Ripper writing, there is little that encapsulates the facts, the theories and the evidence in the digestible, if not bite-sized, form sought by the

  anthologist. Here, for the first time, Philip Sugden, historian, teacher and Yorkshireman, fills that void while keeping the coolest of heads.




  The Victorian Ripper was the progenitor of the modern Mr X, that shadowy wraith responsible for countless unsolved crimes of the twentieth century. He and his kind were the people who killed

  Elizabeth Short, the American floozy known as the Black Dahlia; who murdered and mutilated heaven-knows-who in the Brighton Trunk Crime Number One; who spirited Shergar away in the mists of an

  Irish dawn. There is the Mr X who snuffed out Mary Rogers in Edgar Allen Poe’s New York, and the one who plugged Jake Lingle in the Chicago of booze and bullets. There is his more

  contemporary counterpart, the Mr X who masqueraded as the Zodiac killer in 1960s California, and another who brutally murdered Janet Brown in a peaceful English village as recently as 1995. We meet

  them all here, through a glass darkly, but not yet face to face. Irving Wallace, Colin Wilson and Jonathan Goodman are among those making the introductions.




  This collection conducts us through the ranks of the acquitted, men and women who have placed themselves on a jury of their peers and received deliverance, but who have left a thousand questions

  unanswered. Eric Ambler ponders the case of Dr John Bodkin Adams in an essay seeing the light of day for the first time in nearly forty years. The American humourist James Thurber wryly recalls the

  classic Hall–Mills affair from the 1920s. Then there are classic puzzles from Britain between the wars, such as the case of the spinsterly wan Annie Hearn and her salmon sandwiches —

  retold by the ebullient Daniel Farson — and that of Ronald Light and his infamously abandoned green bicycle, related by the American master, Edmund Pearson.




  These were cases in which the jury were agreed that the evidence against the accused was wanting. There are others where juries have returned guilty verdicts, only to have those verdicts

  overturned by a higher court. Of these, the case of William Herbert Wallace from 1931 remains pre-eminent, the ne plus ultra of murder mysteries. The trial jury’s verdict

  of guilty was speedily reversed on appeal, and Wallace went free, only to die within two years of a chronic kidney ailment. It was a nightmare of a case, straight from the pages of Kafka or Poe.

  Raymond Chandler reckoned it would “always be unbeatable”. In 1940, the doyenne of criminologists, Fryn Tennyson Jesse, drove around Liverpool on a crime-crawl. “We found

  the little house,” she wrote to her friend and fellow murder-fancier Alexander Woollcott, “and it was occupied.” Without knocking, Miss Jesse peered in from the street. “The

  windows were so thickly shrouded with swathings of Nottingham lace curtains that it was impossible to get a glimpse of the rooms within,” she reported. Her view may have been obscured, but

  not her insight. Miss Jesse’s estimation of the Wallace case, dating from the early 1950s, differs from mine, but here it is, appearing in print for the first time.




  This miscellany also covers cases in which, although crime was committed, no one was subsequently charged. Included in this category is the murder of the Hollywood film director William Desmond

  Taylor, recalled by the super-selling Erle Stanley Gardner. Meanwhile another American, Dorothy Dunbar, puzzles over a cause célèbre from the London of almost half a

  century earlier, the Bravo mystery at Balham.




  There is a small category of cases which remain unsolved because of outbreaks of judicial foot-in-mouth disease. These are instances in which those who were thought to have been responsible for

  crimes have subsequently been not only exonerated but officially pardoned. I have excluded the ordeal of Timothy Evans, hanged in 1950 for the murder of his wife and baby daughter at 10 Rillington

  Place, west London. Although Evans was eventually pardoned, the solution to the mystery seemed clear — Mrs Evans and her child had been murdered, along with others, by another resident at 10

  Rillington Place, John Reginald Halliday Christie. We can be much less certain, however, about what really happened in a handful of other cases, including those of Sacco and Vanzetti in 1920 and

  the British Drummond family, massacred on a touring holiday in France in 1952. The American fish peddlers Sacco and Vanzetti were officially exonerated by the Governor of Massachusetts in 1977,

  fifty years after they were executed by electric chair.




  Sometimes, juries are unable to agree on the question of culpability, and the legal process becomes deadlocked. The result can be that the accused goes free, leaving the question of guilt

  unresolved, as happened in two cases in different continents in the first decade of the twentieth century. In New York, Nan Patterson, the girl from the Floradora chorus, left little by way

  of a mystery when she emerged from her third trial to public acclaim in 1906, but the story comes up fresh at the hands of Alexander Woollcott and one is inclined to excuse him if his exuberance

  betrays a ring of invention. More soberly, as befits an English barrister, Jack Smith-Hughes is altogether less tolerant of black-bearded Willie Gardiner. The Methodist elder of piratical aspect

  seems to have bamboozled the juries at both his trials.




  Was it murder? The question invites us to consider another selection of cases in which the evidence is just so intractable as to leave us at best doubtful and at worst openly sceptical. For

  nearly forty years, the debate over how Marilyn Monroe really met her death has spiralled this way and that, conspiracy theorists have laid siege to the facts, and the entire case has been sucked

  down into the black holes of the Kennedy assassinations. Kirk Wilson pulls together what is known about the death of Hollywood’s most potent female icon. From an earlier age and landscape,

  the Scottish criminologist William Roughead throws the tragedy of Ireland’s Eye into the sharpest relief, and explains that although the accused man Kirwan was convicted of murder and

  punished with a life sentence, subsequent medical opinion suggests that Kirwan’s wife probably died of natural causes, and that in fact there was no murder. In the Maybrick poisoning case of

  1889, it is equally likely that no murder was done, and that the victim (the drug-driven cotton man James Maybrick) succumbed to his self-administered nostrums without the help of his neglected

  wife Florence. Arrested and tried for murder, but in reality convicted for the unpardonable sin of adultery, Mrs Maybrick’s martyrdom resounds with the grinding of gears to modern ears. At

  Liverpool prison, she lay in the condemned cell listening to her own scaffold being erected, but at least her deliverance was at hand, and a reprieve (the mob, for once, clamouring for mercy)

  snatched her from the brink.




  Crime and its insolubility has hooked and held a surprisingly distinguished crop of writers. Well into middle age, Rebecca West, hailed at the halfway point of the twentieth century as the best

  writer in the English language, suddenly turned her talent to crime reporting. West produced a brilliant study of the post-war treason trials in The Meaning of Treason;

  its portrait of William Joyce (Lord Haw-Haw) was acclaimed as the best single biography she was ever to write. In December 1949 she turned to the case of Donald Hume, accused of the murder of the

  shady car dealer Stanley Setty. Her impressions at Hume’s trial, one of which is included here, were published in the newspapers before being reworked into her full-scale and haunting study

  Mr Setty and Mr Hume which appeared a few years later. Hume was acquitted of murder, and Miss West thought it likely that Setty’s murder was likely to rank

  as one of the great unsolved mysteries. “The possibility that Hume murdered Mr Setty can definitely be excluded,” she wrote. “But who murdered Mr Setty, and how, and where, is

  known to nobody but the murderer. Not for lack of evidence. That is piled sky-high. There is so much that whatever theory the mind may base on that evidence, there exists some fact which disproves

  it.”7 Hume had pleaded guilty to being an accessory to Setty’s murder, and served eight years of a twelve-year sentence. On his release, he went

  to a Sunday newspaper and confessed to murdering Stanley Setty. In fact, Hume went on to murder again and was sentenced to life imprisonment, spending nearly thirty years in Broadmoor.




  Like Rebecca West, the critic Alexander Woollcott enjoyed a lifelong fascination with murder, and was one of the first to strike a distinctively American tone in writing about crime. The British

  may have the best mysteries, but by and large the Americans write up crimes with greater fizz. It was an American, Truman Capote, who in the 1960s invented a completely new genre, the non-fiction

  novel, and with the publication of In Cold Blood raised the true crime book to the level of literature. In the 1930s, Woollcott relished the retelling of old murders in what he

  self-deprecatingly dismissed as “a grab-bag of twice-told tales”. He was living in a less sophisticated age than our own, in which the incidence of unsolved crime (or, at any rate,

  murder) is statistically rare. Of the 716 murders reported in England and Wales in 2003–4, for example, only fifty-four remained unsolved a year later, a clear-up rate of 92 per cent.

  Improved detection and scientific techniques are responsible, methodology that would have been unrecognizable (indeed, unimaginable) to the fictional 1940s detectives of the Department of Dead

  Ends, a non-existent branch of Scotland Yard, invented by writer Roy Vickers8, in which details of all unsolved murders were stored. But in spite of such

  giant strides, unsolved murders will never be killed off altogether. Consigning mystery to history is not a realistic option. The American crime writer Ed McBain believes people like mysteries

  because they can come close to the violence without being part of it, and can be sure that “the people who are doing the violence at the end of it are going to be caught.” But the

  stories that follow have no ending, for they finish curled up in a question mark; we are drawn closer to them because the mystery is not yet dispersed.





 





  EVIDENCE BY ENTRAPMENT




  (Rachel Nickell, 1992)




  Brian Masters




  In Britain, the most notoriously unsolved murder of the 1990s was that of Rachel Nickell on Wimbledon Common. Her killing, witnessed by her little son on a

  summer’s morning, provoked a national clamour. Detectives eventually arrested Colin Stagg, an out-of-work loner who lived nearby. But he was freed by a judge at the Old Bailey when it

  was revealed that police had tried to snare their suspect into confessing by the use of a so-called “honeytrap,” a woman police officer who, operating undercover and using the name

  “Lizzie James”, had befriended Colin Stagg and sought to establish a relationship with him. The judge, Mr Justice Ognall, ruled that evidence from such a witness was inadmissible. The

  prosecution dropped the case, and Colin Stagg was cleared of murder. The case also raised questions about the use of psychological profiling, and it was this contentious aspect of the investigation

  that concerned the British author Brian Masters (b. 1939). He has written about many controversial murder cases in Europe and America since his classic study of the mass murderer Dennis Nilsen

  appeared in 1985.




  Rachel Nickell was an enchanting, pretty, ebullient girl, described by her father as “a bright star” whose “happiness was so real you could touch it”.

  On 13 July 1992, she went bouncing out for a walk on Wimbledon Common with her two-year-old son Alex, arriving there at ten a.m. Thirty-five minutes later she was dead, viciously stabbed forty-nine

  times in a random, motiveless murder which bore all the signs of psychopathic disorder. It had taken three minutes to dispatch Rachel and leave her little boy, bathed in her blood, clinging to her

  body and pleading for her to get up. No wonder the nation was overwhelmed with pity. And no wonder Mrs Nickell shed tears in court last week when the case against the man accused of killing her

  daughter was not even allowed to go to trial. I do not know the Nickell family, but having spent many weeks with Bruce and Pat Cottrill, whose daughter Fiona Jones was slaughtered by a stranger in

  France, I think I know something of their anguish. Being cheated of an answer, a result proclaimed in court, makes it seem that Rachel’s death did not matter.




  But it was not the fault of the court that there was no evidence to connect Colin Stagg to the crime. It was the fault of naïve and increasingly desperate police methods born of

  understandable frustration. The murderer left no tangible clues. Police had mounted the biggest murder hunt in London’s history. They interviewed hundreds of people, drew up a list of over

  500 suspects, cautioned scores, actually arrested and released thirty-two men. One of these had been Stagg, who had been interrogated for three days from 18 September 1992; he had co-operated fully

  and given a reliable account of his movements. They searched his flat and found nothing of any relevance. Nevertheless, they did not forget him.




  It was not entirely a mistake for police to seek the guidance of an “offender profiler” to describe the sort of man they should be looking for, but it was, perhaps, foolish to attach

  importance to what can only be intelligent conjecture. Anyway, they had nothing else, so they turned to Paul Britton, a psychologist who works in Leicester and who had helped on other

  investigations. Offender profiling is not a science; it relies upon the merging of experience with intuition, and was first developed by the National Centre for the Analysis of Violent Crime, a

  division of the FBI at Quantico, Virginia, as a tool to assist traditional detection. The acknowledged expert there is Robert Ressler, who is frequently called upon to offer an opinion, although

  the judge at the trial of Jeffrey Dahmer in Milwaukee declined to allow Mr Ressler to testify in court. When American judges have permitted an “offender profile” to be presented in

  evidence, they have regretted it. Convictions have been secured on seventeen occasions, and all of them have been overturned by a higher court.




  The trouble is, “offender profiling” is an infant art. It is experimental and haphazard. Professor David Canter has written about the “shadow” left by the criminal of

  himself at the scene of crime, which is a striking image, but he has more reliably concentrated on the clues he might find as to methods rather than as to personality. It is when one starts

  postulating the personality of an unknown killer that the “shadow” becomes really insubstantial, and this is what happened, sadly, to the Wimbledon inquiry.




  The FBI’s Behavioural Science Unit, where psychological profiling originated as an aid to the analysis of violent crime, was based precisely upon this idea that behaviour always

  reflects personality. Therefore, if you can see how the murderer behaved towards his victim, you can work out what kind of man he is. To this end, a team of FBI agents conducted extensive

  interviews with thirty-six convicted sex murderers between 1979 and 1983 in order to discover what they had in common, and use the results to make a composite picture of the typical offender. They

  found, for example, that nearly half of them had been sexually abused in childhood and most of the rest at a later stage. Seventy per cent of them had problems functioning as sexual adults and had

  to use pornography as a stimulus. They enjoy watching somebody look terrified, and had a compulsive itch to dominate and control somebody else. Pornography, the FBI concluded, was never the cause

  of the murder, but the fuel of a unrealized fantasy which might include murder. When inhibiting factors were weak, the fantasy might explode, so it was another characteristic of these men that they

  had little capacity for self-restraint and poor self-esteem.




  (Incidentally, the film Silence of the Lambs purported to show an FBI agent interviewing serial killer Hannibal Lecter. Just one of the fraudulent aspects of that

  film was that agents always operate in twos when in close contact with a dangerous convict).




  The value of the psychological profile is debatable. It is obviously useful in eliminating suspects who might be happily married clergymen or clubbable classical lexicographers, but the rather

  general characteristics which are left can cover an awful lot of people. Ted Bundy, the plausible good-looking young man who killed and disfigured several girls in various of the United States in

  the 1970s, was not caught by the FBI’s profile but because he fired on a traffic policeman who gave chase when he was driving a stolen car. He had killed for years undetected. Once in

  custody, however, he was identified with the help of the profile, which for the defenders of this method is sufficient justification. For its critics, there is just too much reliance placed on

  hunches, which can often be quite unsupported.




  Paul Britton said the murderer of Rachel Nickell would have a strong inclination to sexual fantasy, would seek a young submissive adult woman for sexual gratification, would seek to dominate and

  control her and would be excited by her fear. More specifically, he would look for buggery as well as vaginal intercourse. All this was, frankly, fairly commonplace, in so far as this kind of

  murderer is always an isolated fantasist, inadequate on a social level and dangerous only when the fantasies are unleashed into the real world. Britton suggested that the use of a knife indicated

  that the murderer belonged to a very small category of sexual sadists, and he was probably thinking of those described by (his almost namesake) Robert Brittain in Medicine, Science

  and the Law in 1970. But again, he went further in proposing that Rachel’s killer would be interested in so-called satanic rituals. It is difficult to see why that should

  be so, except as a wild idea.




  So the police had to find somebody whose sexual fantasies were rather less innocuous than yours or mine—not an easy task given that fantasies are necessarily private. By a lucky chance,

  they were approached by a girl called Julie Pine who had been in correspondence with a man contacted through a lonely hearts column. This man’s third letter was so disgusting that she thought

  the police ought to know. His name was Colin Stagg, unemployed, thirty years old and still a virgin. His file was brought out again, and it revealed that his bedroom was painted black and he

  possessed some books on cult subjects. (So do I, and my room was painted blood-red thirty years ago, but never mind.)




  Investigators then instigated the undercover operation designed to elicit a confession from Stagg. A woman police officer, using the fictitious name of Lizzie James, wrote to Stagg on 19 January

  1993, posing as a friend of Miss Pine and presenting herself as attractive and much more broadminded than the other woman. She said her favourite record was “Walk on the Wild Side”, a

  blatant come-on. Britton predicted that Stagg would respond and would gradually ease his way through confidence to confession. It should take at least two weeks, but no more than sixteen.

  Throughout, Britton would control the content of WPC James’s letters and monitor Stagg’s replies.




  The first reply came immediately, with an admission from Stagg that “I do sometimes get painfully lonely”. He said his only friend was his dog Brandy, whom he walked on the common

  every day. On instruction, “Lizzie” picked up the theme of loneliness and revealed: “I haven’t had a relationship with a man for a very long time, and I sometimes long for

  company, of the kind only a man can give.” She gave the impression, too, that she would not object to a sexual fantasy as Julie had. Stagg was being enticed from the very beginning by what

  amounted to an agent provocateur.




  He told her that he had never had a sex life, that women didn’t want to know, and included the fantasy letter she had asked for, telling of sex in the dark. She then put herself forward as

  a woman of experience, and encouraged him to fantasize further. “There’s more to you than meets the eye,” she wrote, “I’m sure your fantasies know no bounds . . .

  you’re a brilliant story-teller . . . I’m working myself up.” She sent him a picture of herself. “You’ve certainly brightened up my life,” he told her.

  “Nothing like this has ever happened to me before. It’s like a dream come true. I have never been attractive to women, that’s why I have so many fantasies.” She commiserated

  with a mixture of sympathy and seduction. “I understand exactly how you feel. Your honesty is so refreshing. I do hope we will always be honest with each other, as being betrayed and let down

  is so difficult to get over . . . Don’t worry, you won’t be lonely much longer. Each time you write, I know we get closer and closer. There are secrets about me that I long to share

  with someone. I’ve got things to tell that you won’t believe.”




  Colin Stagg was an obliging, enthusiastic correspondent, but annoyingly slow in fitting the profile Mr Britton had devised. He was supposed to be keen on anal sex, so Lizzie introduced the

  subject, archly rather than directly. “I hope I’m not sounding unnatural,” she wrote, using a word obviously planted, “but there’s so much more to explore than just

  straight sex.” He did not seem to realize what she meant. Again, the prediction was that he would want to dominate, so she offered herself to him. “You’ve taken charge,

  you’re so powerful. I want to feel you all-powerful and overwhelming. I want you to burst.” Throughout the correspondence, she urged him to write ever bolder fantasy letters, and

  responded immediately to these, withholding her reply if he failed to include a fantasy or came up with a tame one.




  There is no doubt that Stagg liked to write exciting sexual fiction, but the content of his letters was being dictated and shaped by Lizzie. As Mr Justice Ognall said last week, the fantasies he

  expressed during the first two weeks of the correspondence were such as might occur to any heterosexual and inexperienced young man. These were not good enough, so he had to be encouraged in the

  invention of more outrageous scenes. At one point, she sent him a tape-recording which Mr William Clegg, in his submission to the court for the defence, described as “the most hard-core

  pornography one could imagine . . . an extraordinary document for a working police officer to send to a suspect in a murder investigation . . . without precedent”. The paradox in this sorry

  tale seems to be that the more kinky prose came from Paul Britton, via the police officer.




  When Lizzie begged Stagg to reveal something terrible in his past, because she could never be comfortable with a normal man, the best he could come up with was mutual masturbation with a boy

  when he was seventeen. (“That must have been a disappointment,” murmured someone in court.) He wondered whether she might be a journalist in disguise, but he was by this time so

  bewitched by her that he would do anything to keep the relationship going, especially since she held out the prospect of meeting and, eventually, settling down together. The tenor of his replies

  was often domestic, romantic, hopeful. He spoke of redecorating his flat and of their cooking dinner together. But she wanted more pornography, so he supplied it rather than lose her. At one point

  he showed apprehension about the effect his stories might have. “Don’t worry,” he wrote. “No harm will come to you. I don’t want to upset you.” Prosecuting

  counsel John Nutting said this demonstrated that he was anxious not to go too far. More likely, surely, that he did not know how far to go. A psychotic fantasist has no such scruples, because he is

  indifferent to and ignorant of the effect of his imaginings. Nor, and this is very important, does he share them with anyone else. It could be argued that Stagg effectively excluded himself as a

  suspect by divulging these fantasies. “I now have some idea of what you want,” he wrote before one exotic tale.




  After five months, the undercover operation had got nowhere. Colin Stagg simply was not matching up to expectations, was not delivering according to the theoretic “profile”. WPC

  James, knowing that he was hard up, offered him money, but he would not accept. She promised they would go on holiday together, at the same time making it clear that he was not all that she had

  hoped for. If he wanted her, he must come up to her level. She introduced the theme of hurting people, not in fiction but in fact, inviting him to respond. “I do not understand,” he

  wrote. “Do you mean physically, mentally, or emotionally? I lead a very quiet life.” She then hinted at a dark secret. “Can you imagine what I have done?” she asked, to

  which he made the obtuse reply, “You haven’t given me any real clues. What do you mean?”




  The policewoman finally went to the point, saying that she had participated in a ritual murder and had personally cut the throat of a young woman and her child, after which she had had the best

  sexual experience of her life. He decided to match this by confessing to a murder in the New Forest with his cousin when he was thirteen years old. As everyone in court subsequently agreed, this

  was an invention; no such event had occurred. They talked about the killing of Rachel Nickell, and he admitted that thinking about it turned him on. He liked the idea of the knife. It looked as if

  the investigation was getting closer to its aim. She intimated that it would be “great” if he had done it, and “I wish you had”. He would then be worthy of her, and they

  could live together for ever. “It wouldn’t matter to me if you had murdered her. I’m not bothered,” she wrote. “If I didn’t like you so much I could lie to you

  and say I did do it, just to keep you,” he said. Mr Justice Ognall intervened to point out that this would seem to indicate that he would not confess despite the most powerful inducement.




  Colin Stagg and “Lizzie” met four times. They continued to discuss Rachel’s murder, which he described inaccurately. He said she had been raped. She had not. He misidentified

  where she had been found. And on their last encounter, he described the position of her body, with a crucial detail relating to the position of her hands which, though still inaccurate, the police

  construed as a confession. It had taken seven months. The next time the two met, “Lizzie” was in her true colours, in uniform. The judge commented wrily that this must have been a

  traumatic experience for them both.




  The Crown admitted that the operation had necessarily been deceitful but that “more serious offences do justify more unusual methods of investigation”. While the law permits evidence

  obtained by clandestine means to be given in evidence in certain circumstances, it stipulates that the information so obtained must be other than that discoverable by question and answer, in order

  to uphold the centuries-old common law which protects an individual from incriminating himself. In the Stagg/James relationship there was, however, no difference between asking questions and

  eliciting material designed to build up an incriminating psychological profile. Had the 700 pages of transcripted conversations and correspondence been allowed in evidence, it would have been the

  first time such evidence was presented in British criminal history. We now know that the judge did not allow it, because the suspect had clearly been manipulated with a view to inculpating himself,

  and that exculpatory material had been set aside. Mr Justice Ognall, a deeply experienced and splendidly sane Yorkshireman, is no friend to villains, but is even less an ally to subterfuge. The

  overriding demands of fairness in the justice system must prevail.




  What case did the Crown hope to present against Colin Stagg? There was no murder weapon, no motive, no evidence of previous personality disorder apart from one instance of indecent exposure, no

  forensic evidence to link him to the brutal murder of Rachel Nickell. The prosecution had three planks. First, Stagg had been on Wimbledon Common at the time of the offence (along with 500 other

  people). Second, that he had described the position of Rachel’s body (not accurately, as it turned out). Third, that his fantasies matched those to be expected according to the predictions of

  Paul Britton. When this last plank was disallowed, the first two diminished to invisibility, and the Crown had to concede they had no evidence at all. Hence the formal verdict of Not Guilty.




  Colin Stagg is perhaps a flawed character. He had some timid pornography in his flat, of the sort you may find on the top shelf at your newsagent’s, and he has a minor conviction on his

  record. But we must all, I think, be glad that he was not tried on evidence obtained by underhand methods, for it is a fundamental safeguard of the citizen against the State that such citizen

  retains the right not to incriminate himself. It is a basic right, at the very heart of our criminal justice system, and if it were diluted we should all have reason to feel less safe.




  This was the burden of the judge’s ruling. There was an additional danger to which he referred obliquely as “an even higher mountain to climb”, and that was the reliability of

  the “offender profile” which started it all. Had the police evidence been admitted before a jury, could not the defence have objected to Mr Britton’s inclusion as an

  “expert” witness in any case? Mr Justice Ognall gave several indications that he thought as much. He referred to the undercover operation as “fishing” for specific

  characteristics listed in Mr Britton’s “profile”, and depicted him at one point as the “puppet-master”. It was significant, he hinted, that little or no attention was

  paid to other letters which Stagg had written to a third woman, because they contained nothing to coincide with the personality postulated in the profile. Hence Mr Britton’s portrait of the

  hypothetical person responsible for Rachel’s murder took precedence over all else. If anything like this managed to seep into the system, any one of us facing charges might find ourselves

  judged according to the unsupported opinion of a person we had never met, and our denials held to corroborate our guilt (Britton had predicted that it would be part of the suspect’s

  personality to deny involvement with the crime).




  Mr Clegg submitted to the court that Britton’s technique was “inherently prone to error and had not been accepted by the scientific community”. Expert evidence is only heard in

  our courts if the expert is accepted as such by his peers and has been exposed to critical scientific scrutiny, the results of that scrutiny having been published. Mr Clegg pointed out that

  Britton’s offender profile was speculative, intuitive and therefore unreliable; that the principles upon which it was based were not identified; that there was no means of knowing how he

  arrived at his conclusions; and that his assessment of the suspect took no account of the fact that his fantasy letters were written to satisfy the demands of the undercover agent.




  The judge referred to a ruling by the Supreme Court of the United States (Daubert v. Merrell Dow Pharmaceuticals, 28 June 1993) in which it was stated that a trial judge, before admitting expert

  scientific testimony, should make a preliminary assessment as to whether the methodology underlying such testimony was scientifically valid and tested.




  In England, there is also the long-established rule (in Phipson on Evidence) regarding evidence as to propensity. Evidence may not be given that the defendant “has a

  disposition to commit crimes of that kind”, in other words that he is the sort of man who might have been capable of committing the crime with which he is charged.




  It is doubtful whether Mr Britton would have been called to give evidence. Britton’s contribution to the search for the killers of little James Bulger in Bootle consisted, according to the

  police, in assuring them that no adult was involved in the murder. He proved to be right. But since no adult, except a retarded one, would have covered the body with bricks or stuffed batteries in

  the boy’s mouth, the reasoning that children might be responsible was not a complicated one.
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  Kenneth Allsop




  No one knows who shot “Jake” Lingle dead. But there were strong suspicions that Chicago’s supreme ganglord Al Capone ordered Lingle’s murder.

  Lingle followed the hazardous calling of crime reporter, covering the Chicago gang wars that disfigured the Prohibition years of the late 1920s. His assassination, on a summer’s day in 1930,

  was bruited as an outrage even in a city accustomed to violent death. At first, the killing was written off as an act of retaliation by gangsters against an honest $65-a-week reporter. But when

  investigators scrutinized Lingle’s lifestyle, they found evidence linking him to both the city’s police chief and Capone himself. Federal agents probing Capone’s tax affairs

  discovered that Lingle’s annual income amounted to some $60,000, and that the humble journalistic drudge was living the life of a millionaire, complete with holiday homes, chauffeured

  limousine and a permanent suite at a Chicago hotel. Investigators had made an appointment to interview Lingle the day after the murder. One theory holds that Capone feared Lingle might betray him

  to the tax agents, since (not being a gangster himself) he did not consider himself bound by the underworld’s code of silence. Kenneth Allsop (1920–73) unravels the mystery in his

  panoramic survey of Chicago’s bootleggers. A prolific writer, Allsop was best known in Britain as a television journalist. In the 1960s he was a reporter on the BBC’s Tonight

  programme, and regularly anchored the nightly current affairs show 24 Hours.




  On Monday, 9 June 1930 Alfred J. (“Jake”) Lingle, a thirty-eight-year-old crime reporter on the Chicago Tribune, was shot to death while walking, smoking a

  cigar and reading the racing news in a crowded underpass at Randolph and Michigan during the lunch hour. A noteworthy detail in the plot was that one of Lingle’s killers was apparently

  dressed as a parson.




  His death created a furore, the parallel of which it is difficult to imagine in Britain. An American reporter—that is, a reporter on the general news-gathering staff, a position which has

  a different connotation from the British title, for the American reporter may be merely a leg-man, a fact-gatherer who telephones in his information to a desk re-write man—is not startlingly

  well paid. Yet he has a place in public regard, a compound of glamour, respect and authority, that has no counterpart in Britain. The murder of Lingle instantly assumed the importance and gravity

  that had attached to the murder of McSwiggin and other police and Federal officials—and, as in the case of McSwiggin, it was an uprush of moral indignation that plunged in as precipitous a

  slump of disillusionment.




  Lingle’s duties on the police beat for the Tribune earned him sixty-five dollars a week, a poor sum. He had never had a by-line in the paper; his name was unknown to its readers.

  Posthumously, when his name was famous (and fast becoming notorious), he was revealed to have had an income of $60,000 a year. He owned a chauffeur-driven Lincoln limousine. He had just bought a

  $16,000 house at Long Beach, on the Michigan Riviera, where his wife and two children, Buddy (six) and Pansy (five) were to spend the summer months. He had recently taken a suite of rooms at the

  Stevens, one of Chicago’s most stylish hotels. He was an addicted gambler at horse and greyhound tracks. All this was known in a general manner among his colleagues, and the discrepancy

  between his meagre newspaper salary and his lavish spending was understood to be possible because of a big legacy he had received.




  On the day of his death he was on the way to the races. He left his wife packing for her departure to the lake. He himself was that afternoon to go to the meeting at Washington Park, Homewood.

  Another significant point about that day, 9 June, was that the Sheridan Wave Tournament Club, a society gambling parlour at 621 Waveland Avenue, where the champagne, whisky and food was distributed

  with the managements’s compliments during play, was to reopen that evening, an event of some interest to Lingle.




  Retrospectively, it seems certain that Lingle knew he was in trouble. Attorney Louis B. Piquett, former City Prosecutor, later volunteered to tell the police that twenty-four hours before

  Lingle’s death he had met Lingle in the Loop. They stood on Randolph Street talking of the discovery of Red McLaughlin’s body from the canal. Lingle was giving Piquett his theory of the

  killing when “a blue sedan with two men in it stopped at the kerb alongside us. Lingle stopped in the middle of a sentence, looked up at the two men in a startled way and they looked back at

  him. He apparently had forgotten what he had been saying for he turned suddenly, walked back the way he had come, hurriedly said ‘Goodbye’, and entered a store as quickly as he

  could.” And again on the day of his murder, after lunching at the Sherman Hotel he met Sergeant Thomas Alcock, of the Detective Bureau, in the lobby and told him: “I’m being

  tailed.”




  He was. After buying cigars at the Sherman kiosk, he walked the four blocks to Michigan Avenue to catch the one-thirty p.m. train for the Washington Park race-track, and descended the pedestrian

  subway to enter the Illinois Central suburban electric railway in Grant Park. At any time of day the subway is as busy a channel as the killers could have chosen, and at lunchtime on this Monday it

  was swirling with two opposite streams of shoppers and office workers.




  A strange aspect of what followed is Lingle’s apparent unconcern. He knew he was being followed, and a man of his experience must have known that there was only one purpose in that. Yet,

  on the evidence of witnesses, he arrived at the entrance to the subway walking between two men. One had blond hair and wore a straw boater and a grey suit. The other was dark in a blue suit. At the

  entrance Lingle paused and bought a racing edition of an evening paper, and as he did so a roadster swung into the kerb on the south side of Randolph Street and blew its horn to attract

  Lingle’s attention. One of the men in the car called out: “Play Hy Schneider in the third!” According to Armour Lapansee, a Yellow Cab superintendent who overheard the exchange,

  Lingle grinned, waved his hand and called back “I’ve got him”.




  Lingle walked on into the subway. He was seen by Dr Joseph Springer, a former coroner’s physician and a long-standing acquaintance. “Lingle didn’t see me,” Springer

  stated. “He was reading the race information. He was holding it before him with both hands and smoking a cigar.”




  Lingle had almost reached the end of the subway. He came abreast of the newsstand twenty-five feet short of the east exit, and the dark man who had been walking at his side diverted as if to buy

  a paper. As he did, the blond man dropped behind Lingle, levelled his left hand which held a snub-barrelled .38 Colt—known, cosily, among police and mobsters as a belly-gun—and fired a

  single bullet upward into Lingle’s neck, which penetrated the brain and left the forehead. He fell forward, cigar still clenched between his teeth, newspaper still in his hands.




  Throwing away the gun, the blond killer ran forward into the crowds, then doubled back past Lingle’s body and out up the eastern staircase. He jumped a fence, changed his mind again, ran

  west into Randolph Street, through a passage—where he threw away a left-hand silk glove presumably worn to guard against fingerprints—and, pursued by a policeman, ran into Wabash

  Avenue, where he escaped into the crowds.




  Meanwhile in the subway, a Mr Patrick Campbell saw the dark-haired accomplice hurrying towards the west exit. He went to intercept him, but his movement was blocked by a priest who bumped into

  him. Campbell said: “What’s the matter?” and the priest replied: “I think someone has been shot. I’m getting out of here.”




  Later Lieutenant William Cusick, of the Detective Bureau, commented brusquely: “He was no priest. A priest would never do that. He would have gone to the side of the stricken

  person.”




  The pattern pieced together. It seemed clear that Lingle had walked into a trap formed by perhaps a dozen men. But what was never put forward as a theory, and which seems the likeliest

  explanation of his meek and unhesitating advance into the trap, was that, during his progress along the pavement, down the stairs and along the subway between two men, he was being nudged along by

  a gun hidden in a jacket pocket, under orders to walk naturally and keep reading the paper.




  That evening Colonel Robert R. McCormick, proprietor of the Chicago Tribune, summoned his news staff together and addressed them on the death of a reporter whom he had never seen and

  whose name he had never before heard. Pasley, who was there, says he talked for forty-five minutes and pledged himself to solve the crime. Next morning the front page scowled with an eight-column

  banner headline announcing the sudden end of Lingle. The story read: “Alfred J. Lingle, better known in his world of newspaper work as Jake Lingle, and for the last eighteen years a reporter

  on the Tribune, was shot to death yesterday in the Illinois Central subway at the east side of Michigan Boulevard, at Randolph Street.




  “The Tribune offers $25,000 as a reward for information which will lead to the conviction of the slayer or slayers. An additional reward of $5,000 was announced by The

  Chicago Evening Post, making a total of $30,000.”




  Next morning the Hearst Chicago Herald and Examiner also offered a $25,000 reward, bringing up the total to $55,000.




  McCormick continued to take Lingle’s death as an affront to him personally and a smack at the press which transcended in seriousness all the other hundreds of cases of physical violence

  and the network of nefariousness. Two days later the Tribune carried an editorial headed “THE CHALLENGE” which read:




  “The meaning of this murder is plain. It was committed in reprisal and in attempt at intimidation. Mr Lingle was a police reporter and an exceptionally well-informed one. His personal

  friendships included the highest police officials and the contacts of his work made him familiar to most of the big and little fellows of gangland. What made him valuable to his newspaper marked

  him as dangerous to the killers.




  “It was very foolish ever to think that assassination would be confined to the gangs who have fought each other for the profits of crime in Chicago. The immunity from punishment after gang

  murders would be assumed to cover the committing of others. Citizens who interfered with the criminals were no better protected than the gangmen who fought each other for the revenue from liquor

  selling, coercion of labour and trade, brothel-house keeping and gambling.




  “There have been eleven gang murders in ten days. That has become the accepted course of crime in its natural stride, but to the list of Colosimo, O’Banion, the Gennas, Murphy,

  Weiss, Lombardo, Esposito, the seven who were killed in the St Valentine’s Day massacre, the name is added of a man whose business was to expose the work of the killers.




  “The Tribune accepts this challenge. It is war. There will be casualties, but that is to be expected, it being war. The Tribune has the support of all the other Chicago

  newspapers . . . The challenge of crime to the community must be accepted. It has been given with bravado. It is accepted and we’ll see what the consequences are to be. Justice will make a

  fight of it or it will abdicate.”




  Police Commissioner Russell was galvanized into at least making a statement. It went colourfully: “I have given orders to the five Deputy Police Commissioners to make this town so quiet

  that you will be able to hear a consumptive canary cough,” but he added, as a preliminary explanation for any further action: “Of course, most of the underworld has scuttled off to

  hiding-places. It will be hard to find them, but we will never rest until the criminals are caught and Chicago is free of them for ever.” An editorial next day remarked bleakly: “These

  gangs have run the town for many months and have strewn the streets with the lacerated bodies of their victims. Commissioner Russell and Deputy-Commissioner Stege have had their opportunity to

  break up these criminal gangs, who make the streets hideous with bleeding corpses. They have failed.” Instantly Russell replied: “My conscience is clear. All I ask is that the city will

  sit tight and see what is going to happen.”




  All that actually happened was that Russell and Stege, in the words of a newspaper, “staged a mock heroic battle with crime by arresting every dirty-necked ragamuffin on the street

  corners, but carefully abstained from taking into custody any of the men who matter”. Meanwhile some of the blanks that until now had remained gaping oddly in the accounts of Lingle’s

  character and circumstances began to be sketched in.




  It is fair to infer that up to then the Tribune management was genuinely unaware of them. Some of the facts that had so far remained unmentioned were that he had been tagged the

  “unofficial Chief of Police”; that he had himself hinted that it was he who had fixed the price of beer in Chicago; that he was an intimate friend of Capone and had stayed with him at

  his Florida estate; that when he died he was wearing one of Capone’s gift diamond-studded belts, which had come to be accepted as the insignia of the Knights of the Round Table of that place

  and period; that he was improbably maty, for a newspaperman of his lowly status, with millionaire businessmen, judges and county and city officials; that he spent golfing holidays and shared stock

  market ventures with the Commissioner of Police.




  By the time a week had passed certain reservations were beginning to temper the Tribune’s anger. It is apparent that more details of Lingle’s extramural life were emerging. On

  18 June there appeared another leading article, entitled “THE LINGLE INVESTIGATION GOES ON”. In this the Tribune betrayed a flicker of uneasiness about

  the character of its martyr. “We do not know why this reporter was killed,” it admitted, “but we are engaged in finding out and we expect to be successful. It may take time; the

  quicker the better, but this enlistment is for duration. It may require long, patient efforts, but the Tribune is prepared for that, and hopes that some lasting results will be obtained

  which will stamp justice on the face of the crime.” To endorse its new crusading resolution, two days later the Tribune added to its Platform for Chicagoland on the masthead of its

  centre page “END THE REIGN OF GANGDOM”. Appended was an explanatory editorial: “The killers, the racketeers who exact tribute from businessmen and union

  labour, the politicians who use and shield the racketeers, the policemen and judges who have been prostituted by politicians, all must go.”




  Ten days elapsed, and there had obviously been some concentrated rethinking by McCormick and his editorial executives. The word-of-mouth buzz about Lingle’s background and liaisons that

  was meanwhile racing around Chicago, supported by somewhat less reverent stories in other newspapers, evidently induced the Tribune to take a revised, frank, let’s-face-it attitude. On

  30 June a column-and-a-half editorial was published. Under the heading “THE LINGLE MURDER”, it read: “When Alfred Lingle was murdered the motive seemed to

  be apparent . . . His newspaper saw no other explanation than that his killers either thought he was close to information dangerous to them or intended the murder as notice given the newspapers

  that crime was ruler in Chicago. It could be both, a murder to prevent a disclosure and to give warning against attempts at others.




  “It had been expected that in due time the reprisals which have killed gangster after gangster in the city would be attempted against any other persons or agencies which undertook to

  interfere with the incredibly profitable criminality. No one had been punished for any of these murders. They have been bizarre beyond belief, and, being undetected, have been assumed, not least by

  their perpetrators, to be undetectable—at least not to be punishable.




  “When, then, Lingle was shot by an assassin the Tribune assumed that the criminals had taken the next logical step and were beginning their attack upon newspaper exposure. The

  Herald and Examiner and the Chicago Evening Post joined the Tribune in offering rewards for evidence which would lead to conviction of the

  murderers. The newspaper publishers met and made a common cause against the new tactics of gangland. The preliminary investigation has modified some of the first assumptions, although it has not

  given the situation a different essence.




  “Alfred Lingle now takes a different character, one in which he was unknown to the management of the Tribune when he was alive. He is dead and cannot defend himself, but many facts

  now revealed must be accepted as eloquent against him. He was not, and he could not have been a great reporter. His ability did not contain these possibilities. He did not write stories, but he

  could get information in police circles. He was not and he could not be influential in the acts of his newspaper, but he could be useful and honest, and that is what the Tribune management

  took him to be. His salary was commensurate with his work. The reasonable appearance against Lingle now is that he was accepted in the world of politics and crime for something undreamed of in his

  office, and that he used this in his undertakings which made him money and brought him to his death . . .




  “There are weak men on other newspapers and in other professions, in positions of trust and responsibility greater than that of Alfred Lingle. The Tribune, although naturally

  disturbed by the discovery that this reporter was engaged in practices contrary to the code of its honest reporters and abhorred by the policy of the newspaper, does not find that the main

  objectives of the inquiry have been much altered. The crime and the criminals remain, and they are the concern of the Tribune as they are of the decent elements in Chicago . . .




  “If the Tribune was concerned when it thought that an attack had been made upon it because it was inimical to crime, it is doubly concerned if it be the fact that crime had made a

  connexion in its own office . . . That Alfred Lingle is not a soldier dead in the discharge of duty is unfortunate considering that he is dead. It is of no consequence to an inquiry determined to

  discover why he was killed, by whom he was killed and with what attendant circumstances. Tribune readers may be assured that their newspaper has no intention of concealing the least fact of

  this murder and its consequences and meanings. The purpose is to catch the murderers . . .




  “The murder of this reporter, even for racketeering reasons, as the evidence indicates it might have been, made a breach in the wall which criminality has so long maintained about its

  operations here. Some time, somewhere there will be a hole found or made and the Lingle murder may prove to be it. The Tribune will work at its case upon this presumption and with this hope.

  It has gone into the cause in this fashion and its notice to gangland is that it is in for duration. Kismet.”




  Kismet, indeed. For during this revisionary interim McCormick’s investigators and the police had uncovered transactions of a ramification that could not have been anticipated in the

  affairs of a slum-boy baseball semi-professional who had wormed his way into bottom grade journalism. Lingle’s biography, in fact, accords with the career of any under-privileged opportunist

  who finds in the gang a reward for endeavour. His first job after leaving a West Jackson Boulevard elementary school was as office boy in a surgical supply house, from where, in 1912, he went as

  office boy at the Tribune. He was at the same time playing semi-professional baseball, and met at the games Bill Russell, a police patrolman, with whom he struck up a friendship, and who, as

  he progressed through a sergeantcy upward to deputy commissionership, was a valuable aid to Lingle in the police-beat feed work he was now doing for the Tribune. Pasley, who worked on the

  Tribune with him during the twenties, has described Lingle’s relationship with the police and the underworld: “His right hand would go up to the left breast pocket of his coat

  for a cigar. There was a cigar for every greeting. They were a two-for-a-nickel brand and Lingle smoked them himself. He knew all the coppers by their first names. He spent his spare time among

  them. He went to their wakes and funerals; their weddings and christenings. They were his heroes. A lawyer explained him: ‘As a kid he was cop struck, as another kid might be stage

  struck.’ The police station was his prep school and college. He matured, and his point of view developed, in the stodgy, fetid atmosphere of the cell block and the squad-room. Chicago’s

  forty-one police stations are vile places, considered either aesthetically or hygienically. I doubt if a modern farmer would use the majority of them for cow-sheds. Yet the civic patriots put their

  fledgling blue-coats in them, and expect them to preserve their self-respect and departmental morale.




  “In this prep school and college, Lingle learned a great deal the ordinary citizen may, or may not, suspect. He learned that sergeants, lieutenants, and captains know every hand-book,

  every gambling den, every dive, every beer flat and saloon on their districts, that a word from the captain when the heat is on will close any district tighter than a Scotsman’s pocket in

  five minutes, that they know which joint owners have ‘a friend in the hall or county’, and which haven’t. Few haven’t. He learned that the Chicago police department is

  politics-ridden.”




  Pasley’s view is that Lingle’s undoing was gambling—“he was a gambling fool”. He never bet less than $100 on a horse, and often $1,000. In 1921, when he was earning

  only fifty dollars a week, he took a trip to Cuba and came back loaded with gifts for his friends and colleagues, including egret plumes then coveted by women for hat decorations. His big spending

  and general prodigal way of life began to attract comment, and he gave it to be understood that he had just inherited $50,000 under his father’s will (examination of the probate court records

  in June 1930 showed that the estate was valued at $500). Later he invented a couple of munificent rich uncles. Pasley’s deduction is that it was in 1921 that Lingle “began living a lie,

  leading a dual life”, that the course of his income was not at this time Capone but possibly someone in the Torrio ring—gambling rake-off, slot-machines or police graft. Additional

  information about his life after office hours was given by John T. Rogers in a St Louis Post-Dispatch series. Pointing to the “mysterious sources of the large sums of money that

  passed with regularity through his bank account”, Rogers wrote: “If Lingle had any legitimate income beyond his sixty-five dollars a week as a reporter it has not been discovered . . .

  He lived at one of the best hotels in Chicago, spent nearly all his afternoons at race-tracks and some of his winters at Miami or on the Gulf Coast . . . At his hotel he was on the ‘private

  register’. His room was No. 2706 and you could not call it unless your name had been designated by Lingle as a favoured one . . . All inquiries for Lingle were referred to the house

  detective. ‘Sure, he was on the private register,’ the house officer said. ‘How could he get any sleep if he wasn’t? His telephone would be going all night. He would get in

  around two or three and wanted rest.’ ‘Who would be telephoning him at that hour?’ the writer inquired. This question seemed to amaze the house officer. ‘Why!’ he

  exclaimed, ‘policemen calling up to have Jake get them transferred or promoted, or politicians wanting the fix put in for somebody. Jake could do it. He had a lot of power. I’ve known

  him twenty years. He was up there among the big boys and had a lot of responsibilities. A big man like that needs rest.’ ”




  This sketch of Lingle’s function seemed to be confirmed by a check made of outgoing telephone calls from his suite. They were mostly to officials in the Federal and city buildings, and in

  city hall.




  That Lingle had operated as liaison officer between the underworld and the political machine was the conclusion of Attorney Donald R. Richberg, who said in a public address: “The close

  relationship between Jake Lingle and the police department has been published in the Chicago papers. Out of town newspapers describe Lingle even more bluntly as having been ‘the unofficial

  Chief of Police’. But Lingle was also strangely intimate with Al Capone, our most notorious gangster. Surely all Chicago knows that Samuel A. Ettelson,9 Mr Insull’s political lawyer, who is corporation counsel for Chicago, is also chief operator of the city government. Thompson is only a figurehead. Are we to believe that

  there existed an unofficial chief of police associating with the most vicious gang in Chicago, without the knowledge of Mr Ettelson—who is neither deaf nor blind but on the contrary has a

  reputation for knowing everything worth knowing about city hall affairs?”




  That he had been on intimate terms with Lingle, that Lingle was “among the big boys”, was readily conceded by Capone himself. He was interviewed on the subject at Palm Island by

  Henry T. Brundidge of the St Louis Star, who on 18 July 1930 published this report of their conversation:




  “Was Jake your friend?”




  “Yes, up to the very day he died.”




  “Did you have a row with him?”




  “Absolutely not.”




  “If you did not have a row with Lingle, why did you refuse to see him upon your release from the workhouse in Philadelphia?”




  “Who said I didn’t see him?”




  “The Chicago newspapers.”




  “Well, if Jake failed to say I saw him—then I didn’t see him.”




  Asked about the diamond-studded belt Lingle was wearing, Capone explained: “A Christmas present. Jake was a dear friend of mine.” And he added: “The Chicago police know who

  killed him.”




  Who in fact had killed Lingle? That aspect of the case seemed to have been temporarily shelved while the fascinating data of his financial state was, bit by bit, exposed for examination. By 30

  June 1929 two-and-a-half years of business with the Lake Shore Trust and Savings Bank was on the public record. In that period he had deposited $63,900. But, obviously, many of his deals had been

  in cash, for only one cheque for $6,000 related to the purchase of his $16,000 house. He also carried a large amount of cash on his person—he had had $9,000 in bills in his pocket when he was

  killed. In March 1930 he paid insurance premiums on jewellery valued at $12,000, which was never located. During that two-and-a-half years he drew cheques for the sum of $17,400 for horse-track and

  dog-track betting.




  Another interesting branch of his activities that came to light were his “loans” from gamblers, politicians and businessmen. He had “borrowed” $2,000 from Jimmy Mondi,

  once a Mont Tennes handbookman, who had become a Capone gambling operator in Cicero and the Loop—a loan, the report read, which had not been paid back. He had $5,000 from Alderman Berthold A.

  Cronson, nephew of Ettelson, who stated that the loan was “a pure friendship proposition”; it had not been repaid. He had $5,000 from Ettelson himself, who could not be reached but who

  sent word that he had never loaned Lingle anything at any time, although he “had a custom of giving Lingle some small remembrance at Christmas time, like a box of cigars”. He had a loan

  of $2,500 from Major Carlos Ames, president of the Civil Service Commission, and Ames stated that this loan “was a purely personal affair needed to cover market losses”. He had $300

  from Police Lieutenant Thomas McFarland. “A purely personal affair,” declared McFarland, as he had been “a close personal friend of Lingle’s for many years”.

  Additionally it was alleged that Sam Hare, roadhouse and gambling-parlour proprietor, had loaned Lingle $20,000. Hare denied it.




  Yet further enlightenment thrown by the investigation upon the private operations of Lingle was that he had been in investment partnership with Police Commissioner Russell, one of his five

  separate accounts for stock-market speculations. This particular one was opened in November 1928 with a $20,000 deposit, and was carried anonymously in the broker’s ledger as Number 49

  Account. On 20 September 1929—preceding the market crash in October 1929—their joint paper profits were $23,696; later, a loss of $50,850 was shown. On all his five accounts his paper

  profits at their peak were $85,000; with the crash these were converted into a loss of $75,000. Russell’s losses were variously reported as $100,000 and $250,000.




  “As to the source of the moneys put up by Lingle in these stock accounts and deposited by him in his bank account,” the report commented with grim formality, “we have thus far

  been able to come to no conclusion.”




  But the Press and the public had come to conclusions—and they were the drearily obvious ones, the ones that again confirmed that they were the inhabitants of a city that lived by

  spoliation, that they were governed by dishonourable leaders and venal petty officials. As had happened so monotonously before, the dead hero changed into a monster in this fairy-story in reverse.

  The newspapers continued to theorize why Lingle had been eliminated, and the public were, flaccidly, interested to know; but the fervour, the righteous wrath, had waned. Both the most likely

  theories identified Lingle as a favour-seller, and both circumstantially indicated Capone’s opposition, the Moran and Aiello merger. One story which had percolated through from the underworld

  was that Lingle had been given $50,000 to secure protection for a West Side dog-track, that he had failed—and kept the money. Another implicated him in the reopening of the Sheridan Wave

  Tournament Club which had been operated by the Weiss-Moran gang, but which, after the St Valentine’s Day massacre, and the fragmentation of the gang, had closed. After recouping, Moran had

  for eighteen months been trying to muster official help for a reopening. It had been in charge of Joe Josephs and Julian Potatoes Kaufman. It was stated that Kaufman, an old friend of Lingle, had

  approached him and asked him to use his influence to persuade the police to switch on the green light. The Chicago Daily News alleged that then, Boss McLaughlin—who on another

  occasion had threatened Lingle for refusing to intercede in obtaining police permission for the operation of another gambling house—was commissioned by Moran to make direct contact with the

  State’s Attorney’s Office. Kaufman and Josephs separately approached a police official, who agreed to let the Sheridan Wave Tournament open, if Lingle was cut in.




  Following this, according to the report, Lingle called on Josephs and Kaufman and demanded fifty per cent of the profits. Kaufman abusively refused. So the club remained closed.




  Another newspaper, the Chicago Herald and Examiner, carried a similar story. According to their version Lingle demanded $15,000 cash from Josephs and Kaufman, and when this

  was refused, retorted: “If this joint is opened up, you’ll see more squad cars in front ready to raid it than you ever saw in your life before.”




  Three days before Lingle was killed, State’s Attorney Swanson’s staff of detectives, on the orders of Chief Investigator Pat Roche, raided a gambling house in the Aiello territory,

  the Biltmore Athletic Club on West Division Street. Within an hour after the raid, Lingle was repeatedly telephoning Roche, who refused to talk to him. Next day Lingle accosted him in person and

  said: “You’ve put me in a terrible jam. I told that outfit they could run, but I didn’t know they were going to go with such a bang.”




  Meanwhile, Kaufman and Josephs had made up their minds—doubtless after consultation with Moran—to restart the Sheridan Wave Tournament Club in defiance of Lingle. It was widely

  advertised that it would be opening on the night of 9 June—the day on which Lingle set out for the races for the last time.




  An equally plausible theory was that he had got too deeply tangled up in the struggle for money and power in the gambling syndicate. For years there had been bitter war between Mont

  Tennes’s General News Bureau, a racing news wire service which functioned entirely for the purposes of betting, and the independent news services. As an appointed intermediary, in January

  1930 Lingle brought the two opposed factions together and a two-year truce was agreed upon. The truce may not have extended to Lingle, whose services perhaps did not satisfy all the parties.




  Possibly all are true: it was simply that Lingle, like so many before him, had gone too far out in these barracuda waters of gang-business.





 





  THE SECRET JANET


  TOOK TO THE GRAVE




  (Janet Brown, 1995)




  David James Smith




  The circumstances of Janet Brown’s death are as mysterious as the details of her life. Few people knew her in the remote English village where she lived. One spring

  evening in 1995, an intruder burst into her quiet farmhouse. Her body was later found naked and gagged. Ten years on, Janet Brown’s murder remains unsolved. This account comes from the author

  and journalist David James Smith [b. 1956] who writes for the Sunday Times Magazine and who has published books on the James Bulger and Jill Dando murder cases.




  If I tell you that there was nothing special about Mrs Brown, that is not to demean her life or her importance to those who loved and were loved by her. It could be true of

  any or most of us, is the only point I’m trying to make. What will people find to say about you and I when the time comes and we are no longer around to speak for ourselves? We can all hope

  that time does not come prematurely and horribly, as it did for Janet Brown.




  People have spoken to me about her because they hope to help catch the person who killed Janet Brown in her home on an April evening in 1995. After all these years the circumstances of her death

  and the motive behind it remain a mystery and a puzzle to the police.




  Naturally, the police have considered that the secret of her death lies in the detail of her life. They have talked to everyone they can find who knew Mrs Brown and have discovered how little a

  woman can disclose to those around her. It does not appear that she had anything to hide, except herself. Likewise, the neighbours, friends and colleagues I’ve spoken to have wanted to assist

  but have sometimes struggled to find things to say about her.




  She liked to buy clothes at Whispers in Oxford. She suffered the occasional migraine. She was good at her job and was liked and respected at work. She was slight in build but not timid by

  nature. She was determined. She once left her husband and children behind to take an adventurous holiday in Peru, but that was a long time ago now. Perhaps there are photographs in an album or a

  drawer somewhere from this holiday, but I haven’t seen them.




  The photograph of Janet Brown that was published in the newspapers and shown on television was from her last foreign holiday with Mr Brown, in Kenya. The photograph shows a fifty-year-old woman

  in late bloom; a woman with shining eyes and long, feline eyebrows. She is smiling for the camera and appears relaxed. Though she is wearing a casual sweater in the photograph those who knew her

  say she was generally well dressed and careful about her appearance. They say she was fond of wearing jewellery, like the gold earrings in the photograph.




  The thing most people have said about her was that she was self-contained, not confiding; she was polite, jolly and thoroughly nice but kept herself to herself; was reserved in a typically

  English way.




  The Browns lived in a typically English little place called Radnage, a village without a shop on the borders of Buckinghamshire and Oxfordshire. To reach Radnage you leave the M40 motorway at

  junction five, take the left turn just beyond Stokenchurch and enter a standstill world of curling lanes. In some places these country lanes are dauntingly narrow and funnelled by high hedgerows,

  and in others they reveal the up and down landscape of the Chilterns, with its fields and woods and scattered farm buildings and cottages.




  Eventually you will come to a fork in the road where a turn to the right curves around to the Radnage parish church of St Mary. Mrs Brown is buried here, just outside the low wall of the

  churchyard. Before the ground settled sufficiently for a headstone to be erected, a temporary short stick was pushed into the earth at the top of the grave and “J. Brown” painted on it

  in casual white lettering.




  The left hand of the fork leads into Sprigs Holly Lane where Janet Brown lived and died. It rises and falls over one of the highest spots in the Chilterns, but is one of those country roads that

  goes nowhere in particular and is not much used by through traffic.




  When I drove there, as I did on numerous occasions over a three-week period, I would invariably see the same things. A red pick-up passing by, which was, I learned, driven by Nick, the local

  builder. The farmer’s dad lumbering along in a tractor. A white-haired woman, old Mrs Fox, walking her dogs or standing nattering at the side of the road with a neighbour. A couple or more

  women and youngsters on horseback, snaking down the lane in single file. A few pheasant pecking at the verges.




  The lane is largely flanked by vast tracts of open farmland, creating an idyllic rural landscape which can be beautiful by day, harsh in winter, and black at night, when there is no

  streetlighting and the wind is moaning through the holly trees. “There’s only the parish lantern”, one local farmer told me enigmatically, raising his eyes at my ignorance when he

  had to explain that he was referring to the moon.




  After Janet Brown was killed newspapers reported that the lane was known locally as Volvo Alley but I could find no one who knew that name and the implication of a uniform wealth among the

  occupants of the houses dotted along its length does not stand up to close inspection. True, the property developer in the big house set back from the road had comings and goings by helicopter. A

  helicopter is also the preferred means of arrival for some of the more flamboyant guests at the expensive Sir Charles Napier restaurant further up the lane. But there is no one conspicuously

  aristocratic, or even noble, as you might find elsewhere in the shires and most people are working rather than idly rich.




  Perhaps it is the grand property names that are deceiving. This House, that Hall, the something Farm. There are no humble street numbers at all. The Browns’ home is called Hall Farm,

  disguising its lowly origins as a small farm workers’ cottage once inhabited, as I was told, by a family “only one up from gypsies”. It had long ago been known as Cabbage Hall

  Farm, but the Cabbage had been dropped many years before the Browns moved in and they had only continued a process of extending and developing the property into a larger family home befitting its

  fine-sounding name.




  Though the farm stands closer to the lane than many of the other houses along Sprigs Holly it is set in several acres of land. The farm is remote but it would be wrong, even now, to try and

  attach any sinister quality to its appearance. From the outside, at least, it reveals nothing of the Browns’ tragedy nor of the enduring enigma of Mrs Brown’s life and death.




  At the time of Janet Brown’s murder the family had been living at Hall Farm for a decade and had been trying to sell and move on for a year or two. The sale had been hampered by problems

  of subsidence, requiring underpinning, but a buyer had finally been found for £340,000 and they were no more than a week or two away from completion.




  A survey had shown that the stable buildings were bowing and in imminent danger of collapse. Nick the builder had been called in and had begun stripping the tiles from the stable roof to protect

  the new owner’s investment. He phoned Mrs Brown at about 8.20 on the Monday evening, 10 April, but there was no reply. He arrived at Hall Farm to continue the job at about eight the following

  morning and heard the internal wailer alarm ringing out from the house. It was his teenage son who saw Janet Brown lying dead at the bottom of the stairs. She was naked, gagged and handcuffed and

  there was a great deal of blood. The police were called.




  On the face of it, Mrs Brown was the victim of a burglary which had gone too far. But probably because, as Nick Ross would later put it on BBC 1’s Crimewatch, “she was

  attractive, she was affluent and she was found naked in her home” the case excited a great deal of instant media attention. Later that Tuesday morning, Mrs Brown’s elderly mother

  answered the phone at her home on the Isle of Wight. It was a provincial news agency reporter, quick off the mark. Are you the mother of the murdered woman? This was how Mrs Brown’s mother

  learned that her daughter had been killed. The family were alienated by this and what they generally regarded as the media’s insensitive persistence. They have not wanted to contribute to

  this article or any other.




  Janet Brown’s husband, Grahaem, worked in Switzerland. A retired army officer and medical doctor he had, in recent years, moved into the management of pharmaceutical research, first for

  Glaxo’s in Canada and more recently for Ciba Geigy in Basle. To the villagers of Radnage he was a remote, somewhat aloof figure not at ease with casual conversation and not much blessed with

  the personable qualities that oil a small community. Some of them speculated that there was more than mere physical distance between the doctor and Janet Brown. Some of them wondered if he had

  killed his wife and, sadly, some of them still do. The police, inevitably, wanted to eliminate him from their investigation. Dr Brown flew home from Basle overnight on the Tuesday and met the

  police for the first time the following morning. The two Thames Valley officers leading the inquiry were Detective Superintendent Michael Short and Detective Inspector John Bradley. Dr Brown

  acknowledged to them that he knew he must be a suspect but they could see veracity in his grief and their instinct told them he was not involved. Inquiries confirmed his alibi and convinced the

  officers that Dr Brown had played no part in his wife’s death.




  The couple had three children, Zara, Ben and Roxanne, who had all grown up at Hall Farm, riding, pony clubbing and graduating to part-time jobs at the Sir Charles Napier restaurant. All this

  made them indistinguishable from all the other children in the area. Ben and Zara were both then in their early twenties, he away at university and she living and working in London. Only Roxanne

  was still at home, studying for A Levels at a local high school. Early on the Monday evening she had phoned her mother from a friend’s to say she would be staying out for the night. The

  friend had just passed her driving test and they were going out for a meal to celebrate. Janet Brown told her daughter she was tired and would be going to bed early. Another of Roxanne’s

  friends had called Hall Farm just after eight o’clock and had become the last person to speak to Janet Brown. Like Nick the builder, Grahaem Brown had also phoned later from Switzerland and

  received no reply.




  Someone had driven past the house at about 10.20 that evening and heard an alarm ringing. They had not heard it later on their way home. The police could find no other neighbouring house whose

  alarm had been triggered that evening so presumed it must have been the Browns’. Their system had an internal alarm which would ring forever until it was turned off and an external alarm

  which would ring for twenty minutes. Both would be set off together, but only the external alarm could be heard from the road and so the police assumed that this what the witness had heard. This

  meant the Browns’ alarm had been triggered at some point in a twenty-minute period around ten o’clock, either by Janet Brown or her killer.




  The alarm system’s control box revealed that it had been triggered by one of two red panic buttons in the house, one at the side of Mrs Brown’s bed and the other by the front door.

  There was slight evidence—a half-turned key—in favour of the button by the front door but there was no way of being certain. Equally, it was only possible that Mrs Brown was already

  being confronted by her killer during the unanswered phone calls after eight o’clock. There was no certainty about that either.




  Her body was lying face down not far from the front door, at the bottom of the stairs. She had been handcuffed behind her back and her mouth had been gagged with a length of brown packing tape

  wrapped nine times around. The keys to the handcuffs were beneath her body. The pathologist reported that she had been killed by at least ten blows to the head with some kind of unidentified bar.

  There was evidence that she had been punched, once, in the face, but the pathologist could find no physical evidence of any sexual assault.




  It was her assailant’s means of entry to the house that was, and remains, the most inexplicable aspect of the case. The tradition of housebreakers, a little old fashioned nowadays, is to

  score a window with a glass cutter, cover it with lengths of tape to prevent it shattering and tap it gently from the frame, using suckers or handles of tape to lift it down. It takes a while to

  complete but it is the cleanest and quietest way of entering a house. A burglar, not wishing to give himself any more trouble than is necessary, will choose a small window and avoid anything that

  is double-glazed.




  Mrs Brown’s killer ignored all the small windows at the back of Hall Farm, and entered a high-walled courtyard at the side where there are three double-glazed glass patio doors to the main

  room. He scored around the entire circumference of the middle door and covered the scoring with an all-weather Sellotape. If he had properly completed the task he would have had to repeat it with

  the double-glazing panel. Instead he then smashed and shattered the whole pane.




  When the case was featured on Crimewatch the item produced no useful leads but among the callers was a professional burglar who gave his name and his record and said that no burglar who

  knew what he was doing would ever break in to a house like that.




  The police cannot be sure but they believe Mrs Brown was upstairs in bed when this happened. Her clothes were neatly piled by the bed in her tidy way and she usually slept undressed. If the

  police accept that the incident began before the ten o’clock period when the alarm was set off, it is hard for them to understand why she apparently did not respond to the loud noise of the

  shattering glass by immediately triggering the nearby panic button or putting on the dressing gown which she kept by the bed. They speculate that she may not have heard the noise—perhaps

  because she was asleep or the television in the bedroom was on, or both—or may have frozen in fear, but Detective Superintendent Short concedes that these are half-hearted explanations.

  Though she was killed downstairs a small piece of the packing tape was found in the bedroom, indicating that she was gagged there.




  Michael Short has many years’ experience as a detective investigating major crimes. It was apparent that the death of Janet Brown was confusing and strange to him in ways he had not

  previously encountered. It was also apparent that he would not readily be defeated by it. There was no big talk or bluster about this. While police officers can sometimes seem hard and cynical his

  manner was calm and unruffled. There had, of course, been method and wisdom in his approach to the case. But this alone could not put all the pieces together in a way that made sense. There was

  almost a challenge here. You try and make sense of it because I’m damned if I can. He was protective of Mrs Brown and her family and had a police officer’s caution and scepticism about

  the media that was all too familiar to me; caught up in an ongoing conflict about using or being used by journalists, wondering whether he could trust and not be betrayed.




  Short did say that there are one or two details of the case he is keeping back “for the usual operational reasons”. He said they would not radically alter my understanding of the

  case if he disclosed them. He did reveal that traces of diluted blood were found around some of the light switches in the upstairs rooms of the house. The traces were too small to be identified but

  the police assume they are particles of Mrs Brown’s blood from the hands of her killer after he had attempted to wash and clean himself following her death. They support the theory that he

  stayed on in the house for an unknown amount of time and there are additional signs of a cursory, exploratory search of the house. Nothing was stolen however and the only clue that burglary may

  even have been intended was that both the television and video recorder downstairs had been unplugged from the mains, as if being readied for removal. Janet Brown’s daughters noticed this

  when they went through the house for the police a couple of days after the killing, looking for things missing or out of place.




  The police think it possible that the killer may have triggered the alarm himself, deliberately, for whatever reason, before finally leaving the house. If it was triggered by Mrs Brown before

  her death, the killer must have been composed and calm after the fatal assault, washing himself and, apparently, carrying out some kind of search with the internal and external alarms ringing. He

  must also have known that the alarm was not connected to a switching centre which would alert the police.




  There is no other forensic evidence of significance. Of the sixty good fingerprints that were found only four have not been eliminated. No one can say if any of them belong to the killer. There

  was some excitement in the first days of the inquiry when the fingerprint dust of the scenes of crime officers showed up what appeared to be a palm print in blood on the wall near Janet

  Brown’s body. It turned out to be oil, not blood and the print belonged to the innocent engineer who had installed the boiler some time ago.




  Along with the absence of forensic evidence there was the absence of anything associated with a struggle. No disturbance or disarray that the police would normally expect to accompany such a

  death. Mrs Brown did not, or could not, offer any resistance.




  Most burglaries these days take place during working hours when properties are most likely to be unoccupied. The last thing a burglar wants is to meet his victim. There was no such caution from

  the man who smashed his way into Hall Farm. It was not late in the evening, lights were on throughout the house, the curtains were open downstairs and two cars were parked in the drive. Perhaps,

  for whatever reason, he wanted Mrs Brown to be there. The police considered that her killer may have been known to Mrs Brown. But if that was the case why would he take such trouble to break in,

  when he could just knock at the front door? Perhaps he knew her but she didn’t know him. It did not seem like a random incident from somebody who just happened to be passing. The killer had

  come prepared with a glass cutter, two types of tape, handcuffs, at least one bar—if the weapon that was used to hit her was the same as the tool that was used to smash the patio

  door—and, the police presumed, a torch and a bag to carry all these things.




  None of the items that were left behind were traceable. The tapes were commonplace and the handcuffs had no manufacturer’s mark. Detective Superintendent Short said he was surprised to

  discover how many sets of handcuffs are imported and sold. They too were commonplace. There was no sign of the weapon which had killed Mrs Brown.




  The police looked hard for anything untoward or unusual in Mrs Brown’s life. They had to consider that she might have been having an affair. They found nothing at all of significance and

  no evidence that she was involved with anyone outside her marriage. Neighbours who had known her presumed she must have had a life revolving around her work and been close to people there or close

  to old friends. People at work imagined she must have had close friends outside work and old friends imagined she must have made closer new friends. The truth was that, outside the family there was

  nobody who knew her that well.




  In Radnage she had been one more mother supporting her daughters at pony club events, regarded by some as a woman who kept herself slightly apart from the group. We never set eyes on her from

  the day the children stopped riding, one villager told me. Though neighbours said they would see her out walking her dog, a Great Dane, before it died and noted that she would was not afraid to be

  out alone at dusk and even in darkness with the dog by her side.




  On rare occasions neighbours would see both Mr and Mrs Brown out walking together. She would be the one to smile and wave. Whatever the neighbours knew of life at Hall Farm seems to have

  filtered through from the Brown’s children to the other children of the village, to the other children’s parents. There was talk, for instance, of the family moving to Canada when

  Grahaem first began working abroad but this had been abandoned in favour of the continuity of the children’s education here.




  Only one couple, Lesley and Andy Bryant, seem to have had any kind of regular contact with Janet Brown and that too began through the association with their respective daughters. The Bryants

  have a smallholding just up the lane from Hall Farm and Lesley formed a friendship with Janet that never extended to confidences but got as far as them discussing going on holiday together. The

  Bryants thought Janet a bubbly woman and had no sense of any disquiet in her life. They could not imagine her having enemies and certainly not a lover. Andy thought Grahaem a bit remote, but then,

  he considered, perhaps all doctors are like that.




  The Bryants knew the locals sometimes speculated about the solidity of Mr and Mrs Brown’s marriage but heard nothing from Janet to indicate any problem and, taking as they found, could

  only say that the couple seemed happy enough together. Andy sometimes said that it wouldn’t do for him, that kind of long-distance relationship, but that was the Browns’ business.

  Lesley knew how much Janet’s work meant to her. Janet had recently gone back to work after many years spent raising the children. She had originally trained as a nurse and midwife but had

  returned as a medical researcher. When she died she was approaching the end of a contract with an Oxford University health project, collecting data from hospital records about women who had

  successfully conceived after problems with infertility. It had been solitary work, spending hours at a desk in a hospital records department, going through files. But she had become known to the

  records’ staff and known to her colleagues back at the project’s office. She had enjoyed the job and had joined a course to develop her research skills, hoping her contract would be

  renewed. Her manager had wanted to keep her on but could make no promises until he was sure of further funding. Her position was in this limbo when she died. It was only later that the money which

  would have guaranteed her future employment came through.




  After a couple of months there were no leads to the identity of Janet Brown’s killer. Not even the (anonymous) offer of a £10,000 reward had helped. The inquiry was reviewed

  by other senior officers and Detective Superintendent Short made presentations of the case to groups of detectives. None of this made very much difference and there was still too much that defied

  logic and good sense. Short then decided to seek an independent view of the case and approached the forensic psychologist Paul Britton who has been among the pioneers of offender-profiling

  techniques. Short was not put off by Britton’s involvement with the aborted case against Colin Stagg over the killing of Rachel Nickell. It is, after all, detectives who lead, and take

  responsibility for inquiries, not psychologists. Paul Britton was only one more resource in any inquiry.




  Britton came down from his base in Leicester to meet Short and visit Hall Farm. He studied maps, plans, charts, the scene-of-crime video and photographs and witness statements which the

  investigation had produced. Short was pleased that Britton largely shared his view of the case and the possible motives behind it. Short was not prepared to share these motives with me, on the

  grounds that they remained speculative and might be confusing or misleading to anyone reading them who might have information about the case. He likened this to an inaccurate, or speculative,

  artist’s impression of an offender which, if published, could prevent the real offender being caught. He was, however, willing to arrange a meeting for me with Paul Britton. And so, we spent

  a couple of hours together one afternoon, in an office upstairs at Thame Police Station, not far from Radnage, where the incident room for the inquiry had been based.




  It was a difficult meeting, with the senior detective anxious to keep a grip on the speculation and Britton anxious not to say anything which the detective did not want said, looking to him

  constantly for approval before speaking to me. Is that . . .? Britton would say. Yes, that’s fine, Short would reply. The meeting made me think again of Janet Brown; the remoteness of her

  life and the elusive, troubling horror of her death. No one, except of course the person who was there with her when it occurred, could say exactly how she had come to die or why it had to happen.

  As Britton readily conceded, the skills or wisdom of offender profiling could never be a science of precision. He too had noticed how little there was to know about Janet Brown. It was very

  important, he said, to know about her. But what you had was a tight picture with very little detail available. It was not a question of the detail being concealed so much as it simply not being

  there at all.




  When it came to the incident itself, Britton did not know what to make of the means of entry. The person had come prepared to do what they did. “You saw time, you saw effort and

  application, but you also saw a woefully inadequate appreciation of what was required to complete the task.” It was as if somebody was mirroring the real methods of a housebreaker without

  actually knowing how to do it.




  This was not, he said, a situation where somebody had broken into a house to steal and panicked on seeing the occupant and hit her and rushed out again. Janet Brown had been fully controlled by

  her killer and she had little opportunity or inclination to resist. People did not just use handcuffs to control, they used fear as well. And it wasn’t only the victim who had been

  controlled; the assailant had very much been in control of his own feelings too. Britton singled out the fact that he would have had to step over Mrs Brown’s body to go upstairs afterwards,

  and step over her again when he came back down.




  With regard to the alarm, and whether it had been triggered by Mrs Brown or by the killer, Britton said he could not decide between the two possibilities. But, if it was Mrs Brown, it would be

  an interesting person who could do all this while the alarm was ringing full blast. He also pointed out that, with the curtains open downstairs and the lights on, it would have been possible for a

  passer-by to look in and see some of what had gone on. It was a quiet area, of course, but the assailant must still be a risk-taker.




  Both Short and Britton believe the killer is likely to be a local man, or at least, a man who is familiar with the area and they both believe this man will be known to a wife, partner or parent.

  They think this person might have noticed some change in behaviour, or be suppressing their own fear that a person they know could be involved.




  Britton speculated that the killer would have had a relationship that had failed or be in a relationship that was failing now. He would not have gone around boasting about it, after killing

  Janet Brown, but the change in his demeanour would have been observable. He might have become very agitated, or more agitated, preoccupied and withdrawn or he might have shown disproportionate

  interest in the reporting of the killing, with an elevation in his mood from the buzz of achievement.




  Imagine, Britton said, a person who had crossed a threshold and knew they could never go back. It was an awesome thing to have done and there would be the awareness of the police investigation

  and the fear of the knock at the door.




  By now, the case had become defined for me by what it was not about. The removal of the more feasible possibilities was pushing it towards an altogether darker place. This could not simply be a

  burglary gone awry. It was not a killing with a domestic motivation. It had nothing to do with the family or a lover or anything like that. There was nothing in Janet Brown’s life, or in her

  past, that could suggest a motive for murder. It would have made sense as a sexually motivated crime, except that there was no physical evidence of sexual assault. It was as if it was nothing to do

  with her at all, except that it appeared that she had been singled out in some aberrant way and had not been randomly selected as a victim.




  What you were left with was the nightmarish prospect of a stranger, a man, driven by unknowable instincts to plan and smash his way into a woman’s home. It must have been a terrifying

  invasion. You could picture Janet Brown, at home in bed, oblivious to what was about to happen. It was better then to picture this other person, sitting at home still, waiting anxiously for the

  knock at the door. You could guess that there was nothing very special about them, either.





 





  THE REAL MARIE ROGET




  (Mary Rogers, 1841)




  Irving Wallace




  The murder of an obscure New York shopgirl, Mary Cecilia Rogers, in 1841 would have been long forgotten but for her fleeting acquaintance with one of America’s most

  brilliant nineteenth-century writers, Edgar Allan Poe (1809–49). The reckless and gifted Poe based his Gothic tale The Mystery of Marie Roget on her case. Irving Wallace

  (1916–90) was a American magazine writer in the 1930s and 1940s, before turning to screenwriting and fiction. Since publishing his first novel in 1959, Wallace has become one of

  America’s most popular and successful writers. However, his first book was not a novel at all, but a survey of the “lives of extraordinary people who inspired memorable

  characters in fiction,” published in 1955 as The Fabulous Originals. In it, Wallace related the true stories of the real people who became immortalized in nineteenth- and

  twentieth-century fiction, such as Dr Joseph Bell (whose life inspired Conan Doyle to create Sherlock Holmes) and Deacon Brodie (Robert Louis Stevenson’s inspiration for Dr Henry Jekyll and

  Mr Edward Hyde). Edgar Allan Poe made no secret of the source of his fictional character Marie Roget; he wrote to friends that his creation was inspired by the unsolved murder of Mary

  Rogers.




  

    

      “People begin to see that something more goes to the composition of a fine murder than two blockheads to kill and be killed—a knife—a purse—and a

      dark lane.”




      Thomas de Quincey


    


  




  For eighteen months during 1837 and 1838, Edgar Allan Poe, after being fired as editor of a Richmond literary magazine for excessive drinking, was a resident of New York City.

  He dwelt, with his pale, somewhat retarded child-bride, Virginia, and his matronly, possessive aunt and mother-in-law, Maria Clemm, in a cheap apartment on Sixth Avenue.




  Poe, trying unsuccessfully to freelance for magazines, often restless with despair, became a familiar figure on Broadway. Few persons who saw him forgot him. In his neat, shabby, black

  swallow-tail coat and mended military cape, striding nervously, briskly along, he had the look of a neurotic peacock. His head, set large on a slender frame, seemed always in the clouds. His hair

  and scrub moustache were dark brown, his eyes sad and grey, and it was remarked that he had “hands like bird claws”.




  His destination in many of these walks, as a few would remember after his death, was John Anderson’s tobacco shop at 319 Broadway, near Thomas Street. This small store was a popular

  hangout for famous authors like James Fenimore Cooper, as well as for magazine editors, newspaper reporters, and gamblers employed in the vicinity. And here Poe came for gossip and stimulation, and

  certainly for contacts.




  When he had money, which was not often, Poe brought cigars or plugs of tobacco from the beautiful salesgirl behind the counter. She was employed, largely because of her vivacity and comeliness,

  as a full-time clerk, and her name was Mary Cecilia Rogers. It may be assumed that Poe, through the frequency of his visits and small purchases, knew her fairly well. He could not know, however,

  how soon Miss Rogers would serve him in another capacity.




  By early 1839 the strange, eloquent, self-styled “magazinist” was no longer a regular customer of John Anderson, tobacconist. Poe was established at $800 a year salary—the

  greatest sum he would ever earn in his life, and considerably more than his total income from the ten books he would write—as managing editor of a periodical in nearby Philadelphia. The

  periodical was owned by a reformed comedian named William Burton, who eventually sold it to George Graham, a cabinet-maker turned publisher.




  Poe was retained as editor of Graham’s Magazine, and he worked doggedly in a third-floor cubicle shared with a Swedish assistant, reading and purchasing manuscripts, laying

  out new issues, and writing criticism and fiction. In short months his industry and ability helped boom the circulation of Graham’s from 5,000 to 37,000. Occasionally, as his duties

  demanded it, he made the uncomfortable six-hour train trip to New York City. It may be assumed that on these short visits he looked in on John Anderson’s tobacco shop and renewed his

  acquaintance with Mary Rogers, the attractive clerk behind the counter.




  We do not know the date when Edgar Allan Poe last laid eyes on Mary Rogers. But we do know, approximately, the date when he first saw her name in print. Poe was a habitual reader of the

  sensational penny papers. Some of his finest fiction was culled from seemingly insignificant news items. Only months before, having read of an escaped orang-utan, he had conceived the world’s

  first detective story and published it in Graham’s as “The Murders in the Rue Morgue”. Thus it was, in early August of 1841, that Poe consulted his latest batch of New York

  newspapers and stumbled upon the familiar name of Mary Rogers.




  He came across the bald news item on the second page of the New York Sunday Mercury for 1 August. Since it was often filled with errors, he consulted the other papers. James Gordon

  Bennett’s gaudy New York Herald for 5 August fully substantiated the Mercury’s story. We can believe that what Poe read grieved him deeply. For what he read told him that

  the pretty girl who so often sold him tobacco in the shop on Broadway had been brutally murdered. According to both accounts, Mary Cecilia Rogers was found floating in the Hudson River off Hoboken

  on Wednesday, 28 July 1841. She had been beaten and strangled, and was quite dead when fished out of the water.




  Poe’s reaction to the crime was no different from that of most decent New Yorkers. True, they were used to murder. Only five years before, at a time when most newspapers thought crime an

  improper subject to report, James Gordon Bennett, that brash and colourful cross-eyed Scot, had given the New York Herald a circulation of 50,000 with his reporting of the Ellen Jewett case.

  Miss Jewett, an attractive prostitute, had been bloodily dispatched in a house of ill-fame, and Mr Bennett broke a tradition of journalistic silence on such matters by having a look at the corpse

  and reporting to all and sundry: “The body looked as white, as full, as polished as the purest Parian marble. The perfect figure, the exquisite limbs, the fine face, the full arms, the

  beautiful bust, all, all surpassed in every respect the Venus de Medici.” This story broke the ice, and thereafter the constant reader had gore delivered daily at his breakfast.




  Yet, despite this saturation of homicide, the murder of young Mary Rogers affected the citizenry with a shock of dismay. Miss Rogers was not just another anonymous victim. She had been, the

  woodcuts and columns made plain, a Grecian beauty endowed with every virtue—and virginity besides. She had worked honestly for a living. She had been adored and respected by customers of

  consequence. She had been the kind of woman one married, or had for sister or daughter. She had been a girl to whom half of New York could be likened. Now she was dead—killed with ferocity,

  in secret—and now no one was safe.




  We have, fortunately, the typical reaction of a New Yorker of the period. Philip Hone, a cultured, wealthy citizen who dabbled in politics and kept voluminous diaries, read the accounts of Miss

  Rogers’s slaying about the same time as Poe did, and recorded his feelings:




  “Friday, 6 Aug—Shocking Murder. The body of a young female named Mary Cecilia Rogers was found on Thursday last in the river near Hoboken, with horrid marks of violation and violence

  on her person. She was a beautiful girl, an attendant in the cigar shop of John Anderson in Broadway. She left home for a walk on the Sunday previous and was seen near Barclay Street in company

  with a young man, as if on an excursion to Hoboken; since which no trace of her was found, until the dreadful discovery on Thursday.




  “She is said to have been a girl of exceeding good character and behaviour, engaged to be married, and has no doubt fallen victim to the brutal lust of some of the gang of banditti that

  walk unscathed and violate the laws with impunity in this moral and religious city. No discoveries have yet been made.”




  The mystery of Mary Rogers was a nine-week wonder. The leading Manhattan journals, the Herald, the Commercial Advertiser, the Courier and Enquirer, the

  Tribune, inspired by the possibilities of record circulation, and the underpaid metropolitan police, inspired by offers of rewards amounting to the unheard-of figure of $1,195, kept the case

  boiling. Dozens of suspects, including two of Mary’s suitors, a sailor, two abortionists, a wood-engraver, and several Bowery gangs, were closely questioned. Every suspect and every clue led

  to a dead end. By mid-October another murder, equally savage, had taken over the headlines and the attention of the law, and the hunt for the killer of Mary Rogers was actually, if not technically,

  abandoned.




  But if Mary Rogers was forgotten in New York, she was not forgotten in Philadelphia. From that first day when he had read of Mary’s death, Poe followed every new development in the case.

  He read as many papers as he could find, but principally a periodical called Brother Jonathan, which gave the case the most complete coverage and often condensed the accounts of rival

  sheets. Poe’s later knowledge of the details of the crime makes it quite apparent that he filed away every clipping relating to Mary’s death and also made copious notes on the theories

  prevailing.




  The murder fascinated Poe for reasons other than his personal knowledge of the victim. Undoubtedly the crime had particular appeal to Poe because it remained unsolved. This untidy fact made it a

  puzzle. Quite plainly, the pieces were all there. But they had not been properly put together. Poe was, as we know, a fanatic about puzzles. He enjoyed nothing more than to match his mentality

  against the most difficult cryptograms, codes, riddles, enigmas. Mary Rogers was such a challenge to his intellect.




  He toyed with the idea of a story based on Mary Rogers, but he did not write it for fully six months after news of the crime had died down. When he finally did convert it into his second

  detective tale, it was created less out of an inner compulsion than out of an outer need for additional finances. Indirectly, it was Virginia Poe who was responsible for Mary Rogers being put to

  paper.




  The weeks when Poe had been following the crime were, relatively, the most peaceful and secure of his entire life. In all the years before, he had never known normality. Orphaned by his actor

  parents at the age of two, he had spent five years in England with his guardian, a Scotch merchant. Entering the University of Virginia, he caroused and ran up gambling debts amounting to $2,500,

  and was withdrawn after less than a year’s attendance. Poe enlisted in the army as a private, was bought out by his guardian, then sent to West Point, where he was promptly court-martialled

  for neglecting roll calls and disobeying his superiors. On a visit to Baltimore, he met his father’s youngest sister, Maria Clemm, and his cousin, a frail child named Virginia, and thereafter

  he was never apart from them.




  When Poe was twenty-four, he married Virginia, who was thirteen. It is thought that their marriage of twelve years was never consummated. We know that Maria Clemm encouraged the marriage.

  Whether it was because she wanted a provider, as some critics have insisted, or because she wanted a son, we shall never be certain. Of Poe’s union with Virginia, Montagu Slater has observed:

  “He married Virginia and lived under Maria Clemm’s apron because for some reason he dare not live with a normal woman, he was afraid of sex and afraid of life. Why? Oscar Wilde included

  him in a list of celebrated homosexuals.”




  Poe’s sex life, or rather his lack of it, as well as his excessive drinking, made him a cadaver upon which psychiatric amateurs, and professionals as well, have fed since the advent of

  Freud. Since no analyst ever met or treated him, there is no means by which the accuracy of their guesses may be estimated. One analyst, Marie Bonaparte, who put the known facts of Poe’s life

  on the literary couch some years ago, thought he drank “to fly from the dire and unconscious temptations evoked in him by the dying Virginia”. Other psychiatrists have concluded that he

  loved Virginia and hated her, that he wanted her dead and feared she would die. Whatever his real torments and fears about facing reality, his admirer Baudelaire sensed that his greatest torture

  was that he had to make money—in a world for which he was unequipped.




  But in 1842, in Philadelphia, Poe was briefly making his way for the first time. He was not drinking, and he was less moody than ever. To supplement his meagre earnings on Graham’s

  he often wrote stories at night in the downstairs front parlour of the three-storey brick house he had rented on the Schuylkill River. Life was difficult but well knit when suddenly, during an

  evening in January 1842, the whole thing unravelled—forever.




  On that fateful evening Virginia was playing the harp and singing. Suddenly she “ruptured a blood vessel”. From that moment until her death five years later, she was an invalid,

  consumptive and haemorrhaging. And Poe came apart. He drank and he took opium and he destroyed every small opportunity. In four months he was finished as editor of Graham’s.




  Soon his financial situation became desperate. He tried to obtain a federal job in Washington, but ruined the chance when he made his appearance drunk and wearing his clothes inside out. In

  Philadelphia every new day was a threat. Maria Clemm, though she pawned Poe’s books, had only molasses and bread to serve for meals. The ailing Virginia kept warm in bed by encouraging her

  pet cat, Catarina, to curl upon her bosom. In desperation, Poe turned his torn brain back to the subject of freelance fiction. And at once he remembered Mary Cecilia Rogers.




  He wrote her story in May of 1842, seated before the cold fireplace of his Philadelphia parlour, scribbling steadily “on rolls of blue paper meticulously pasted together”. He

  employed, for reference, the clippings he had saved on the actual crime, and his thinly fictionalized story quoted many of the Mary Rogers news stories word for word. “ ‘The Mystery of

  Marie Roget’ was composed at a distance from the scene of the atrocity,” he explained later, “and with no other means of investigation than the newspapers afforded. Thus much

  escaped the writer of which he could have availed himself had he been upon the spot and visited the localities.” The manuscript, completed, ran to over twenty thousand words in length.




  On 4 June 1842, Poe wrote an inquiry to George Roberts, editor of the popular Boston Times and Notion Magazine:




  

    

      My Dear Sir.




      It is just possible that you may have seen a tale of mine entitled “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” and published, originally, in Graham’s Magazine for April,

      1841. Its theme was the exercise of ingenuity in the detection of a murderer. I have just completed a similar article, which I shall entitle “The Mystery of Marie Roget—a

      Sequel to the Murders in the Rue Morgue.”




      The story is based upon the assassination of Mary Cecilia Rogers, which created so vast an excitement, some months ago, in New York. I have, however, handled my design in a manner altogether

      novel in literature. I have imagined a series of nearly exact coincidences occurring in Paris. A young grisette, one Marie Roget, had been murdered under precisely similar

      circumstances with Mary Rogers. Thus, under pretence of showing how Dupin (the hero of The Rue Morgue) unravelled the mystery of Marie’s assassination, I, in reality enter into a very

      long and rigorous analysis of the New York tragedy. No point is omitted. I examine, each by each, the opinions and arguments of the press upon the subject, and show that this subject has been,

      hitherto, un-approached. In fact, I believe not only that I have demonstrated the fallacy of the general idea—that the girl was the victim of a gang of ruffians—but

      have indicated the assassin in a manner which will give renewed impetus to investigation.




      My main object, nevertheless, as you will readily understand, is an analysis of the true principles which should direct inquiry in similar cases. From the nature of the subject, I feel

      convinced that the article will excite attention, and it has occurred to me that you would be willing to purchase it for the forthcoming Mammoth Notion. It will make 25 pages of Graham’s

      Magazine; and, at the usual price, would be worth to me $100. For reasons, however, which I need not specify, I am desirous of having this tale printed in Boston, and, if you like it, I will

      say $50. Will you please write me upon this point?—by return mail, if possible.




      Yours very truly,




      Edgar A. Poe


    


  




  Having completed this letter, Poe wrote two more, with similar contents, to other editors. One was to a friend, Dr Joseph Evans Snodgrass, of the Baltimore Sunday

  Visitor. In this letter Poe said: “I am desirous of publishing it in Baltimore. . . . Of course I could not afford to make you an absolute present of it—but if you are

  willing to take it, I will say $40.” The third letter was to T.W. White, editor of the Southern Literary Messenger in Richmond.




  All three editors turned down the suggested story. Poe then sold it to the most unlikely market of all—Snowden’s Ladies’ Companion of New York, a periodical which the

  author contemptuously regarded as “the ne plus ultra of ill-taste, impudence and vulgar humbuggery”. Snowden’s ran “The Mystery of Marie Roget” as a three-part

  serial in their issues of November and December 1842 and February 1843.




  In the very opening paragraphs Poe gives full credit to Mary Rogers for inspiring the creation of Marie Roget. Then, for the second time in his fiction, Poe introduces the world’s first

  imaginary detective, the eccentric Chevalier C. Auguste Dupin who dwells in the Faubourg Saint-Germain with his friend, companion, and sounding-board, the unnamed narrator of the story. Ever since

  his solution of the killing of a mother and daughter at the hands of an ape in a sealed room in the Rue Morgue, Dupin has “relapsed into his old habits of moody revery”. In fact, he is

  so deeply “engaged in researches” that he has not left his shuttered rooms for a month, and is therefore unaware of a murder that is creating great agitation throughout Paris.




  The body of Marie Roget has been found floating in the Seine. Though the Sûreté has offered a reward of thirty thousand francs, there has been no break in the case. At last, in

  desperation, Prefect G of the Sûreté calls upon Dupin and offers him a proposition (presumably a sum of cash) if he will undertake the case and save the Prefect’s reputation.

  Dupin agrees to investigate.




  After obtaining the Sûreté evidence and back copies of the Paris newspapers, Dupin expounds on all the theories extant. Some sources believe Marie Roget is still alive; others, that

  she was killed by one of her suitors, Jacques St. Eustache or Beauvais, or by a gang. Dupin rejects all these theories, demolishing each with logic. He feels that the real murderer can be found by

  a closer study of “the public prints”. After a week he has six newspaper “extracts” that indicate the killer. These reveal that, three and a half years before, Marie Roget

  mysteriously left her job at Le Blanc’s perfumery and was thought to have eloped with a young naval officer “much noted for his debaucheries”. Dupin reasons that this naval

  officer returned, made love to Marie, and when she became pregnant he murdered her or saw her die under an abortionist’s instrument. He then disposed of her body in the Seine.




  Dupin points to the clues that will expose the killer. Letters to the press, trying to throw suspicion on others, must be compared with those written by the naval officer. The abortionist, Mme

  Deluc, and others, must be questioned. The boat which the officer used to dispose of Marie’s body must be found. “This boat shall guide us,” says Dupin, “with a rapidity

  which will surprise even ourselves, to him who employed it in the midnight of the fatal Sabbath. Corroboration will rise upon corroboration, and the murderer will be traced.”




  But in concluding his story Poe neglects to show Dupin catching and exposing the murderer. Instead, Poe concludes abruptly, using the trick of an inserted editorial note which announces:

  “We feel it advisable only to state, in brief, that the result desired was brought to pass; and that the Prefect fulfilled punctually, although with reluctance, the terms of his compact with

  the Chevalier.”




  There was no immediate discernible reaction to the magazine publication of “The Mystery of Marie Roget”. It was not until almost four years later, when the story appeared again as

  part of a collection of Poe’s fiction, that it made any impression at all. In July 1845 the publishing firm of Wiley and Putnam selected “Marie Roget” and eleven others of

  Poe’s narratives, out of the seventy-two he had written, for reprinting in book form. Before publication, however, Poe took great care to revise this story, as well as several others.




  In a series of factual footnotes Poe explained that “the lapse of several years since the tragedy upon which the tale is based” made the notes and revisions necessary. “A young

  girl, Mary Cecilia Rogers, was murdered in the vicinity of New York,” he explained, “and although her death occasioned an intense and long-enduring excitement, the mystery attending it

  had remained unsolved at the period when the present paper was written and published (November 1842). Herein, under pretence of relating the fate of a Parisian grisette, the author has followed, in

  minute detail, the essential, while merely parallelling the inessential facts of the real murder of Mary Rogers. Thus all argument founded upon the fiction is applicable to the truth: and the

  investigation of the truth was the object. . . . The confessions of two persons (one of them Madame Deluc of the narrative) made, at different periods, long subsequent to the publication,

  confirmed, in full, not only the general conclusion, but absolutely all the chief hypothetical details by which that conclusion was attained.”




  Wiley and Putnam’s 228-page pamphlet Tales by Edgar A. Poe appeared as Number XI of the firm’s Library of American Books, priced at fifty cents per copy, of which eight cents

  went in royalties to the impoverished author. Upon its appearance in the bookshops, it was heavily outsold by two competing imports from abroad: The Count of Monte Cristo, by Alexander

  Dumas, and The Wandering Jew, by Eugène Sue. Nevertheless, it did attain a moderate sale.




  The real success of the Tales, on the heels of “The Raven”, which had been published six months earlier, was not financial but critical. The Boston Courier pronounced

  it “thrilling” and the New York Post recommended it as “a rare treat”. In London, the Literary Gazette considered its author a genius, and in Paris, Baudelaire

  was honoured to translate it into French. Of the twelve tales, “Marie Roget” created the greatest divergence of opinion. And, in the century since, the novelette has continued to divide

  its readers. Edmund Pearson thought it “rather tedious” and Howard Haycraft felt that it had “no life-blood”. Russel Crouse disagreed. “It is a brilliant study in the

  repudiation of false clues,” he said, “a fascinating document in the field of pseudo-criminology.”




  Whatever its actual literary merit, “The Mystery of Marie Roget” attained early immortality as one of the three tales—preceded by “The Rue Morgue” in 1841 and

  followed by “The Purloined Letter” in 1844—responsible for the founding of the modern detective story. Scholars have variously credited Herodotus, the Bible, and the Arabian

  Nights with this honour. Their erudition must be rejected as utter nonsense. As George Bates has remarked: “The cause of Chaucer’s silence on the subject of aeroplanes was because

  he had never seen one. You cannot write about policemen before policemen exist to be written of.”




  Organized crime-detection was in its infancy when Edgar Allan Poe created the character of Dupin. The mystery story was an unheard-of art form when Poe became, in the words of Willard Huntington

  Wright, “the authentic father of the detective novel as we know it today”. In “Marie Roget”, and in his two other crime stories, Poe prepared the mould for the first

  eccentric amateur sleuth and his thick-witted foil, a mould which a thousand authors have used in the years since. In these stories, too, Poe introduced the first of a legion of stupid police

  officers, red herrings, perfect crimes, and psychological deductions.




  After Poe, of course, came the deluge. But in his lifetime he had no idea of what he had wrought. His detective tales, as startling innovations, profited him little. With Virginia’s death,

  he buried Dupin. He dwelt in an alcoholic daze. He became engaged to several wealthy women, but married none. In Baltimore, bleary with drink, drugs, and insanity, he stumbled into the chaos of a

  Congressional election and was led by hoodlums from poll to poll to vote over and over again as a repeater. Left in a gutter without his clothes or his senses, he was taken to the Washington

  College Hospital, where he groaned: “I wish to God somebody would blow my damned brains out.” It was on a Sunday’s dawn that he died murmuring: “God help my poor

  soul.”




  But seven years before, when he first wrote “Marie Roget”, he saw himself as something better. The character of C. Auguste Dupin was Poe’s idealization of himself, “a

  cool, infallible thinking machine that brought the power of reason to bear on all of life’s problems”. The name Dupin he had found in an article on the French Sûreté in

  Burton’s Magazine. This was probably André Dupin, a French politician who wrote on criminal procedures and died in 1865.




  The character of the blundering Prefect G was undoubtedly drawn from the very real, if quite improbable, François Vidocq, a French baker’s son who was sent to the galleys for

  thievery, and who later served as head of the Sûreté for eighteen years. Poe read Vidocq’s fanciful four-volume Mémoires, which contained the detective’s

  boast that he had placed twenty thousand criminals in jail. Poe was not impressed. He thought Vidocq “a good guesser” and a man who “erred continually by the very intensity of his

  investigations. He impaired his vision by holding the object too close.”




  But the most important character in “The Mystery of Marie Roget” was the unhappy victim. And she, as Poe had told us, was Mary Cecilia Rogers.




  Despite her subsequent notoriety, Mary Rogers’s beginnings remain as enigmatic as her sudden end. For all the columns of copy published in the days following her death, Mary Rogers

  continues a shadowy, forever tantalizing figure of a young woman. She was born in New York City during 1820. There was, apparently, an older brother, who went to sea in his youth and engaged in a

  variety of speculative enterprises abroad. We know nothing of Mary’s father, except what Poe wrote of her fictional counterpart, Marie Roget: “The father had died during the

  child’s infancy, and from the period of his death . . . the mother and daughter had dwelt together.” As Mary grew up, her widowed mother, ill, nervous, harried by debt, sought some

  means of making a livelihood. This problem was solved by Mary’s seafaring brother, who returned from South America with profits gained from an obscure business venture. He presented a portion

  of these profits to mother and sister, then signed on a ship and sailed out of our story.




  Mrs Rogers wisely invested her windfall in a boarding-house at 126 Nassau Street in New York City. While the house gave Mary and her mother a roof over their heads, it gave them little else. At

  no time did it entertain more than two or three male boarders, and these were usually struggling clerks or labourers.




  To supplement the meagre income of the boarding-house, Mary Rogers decided to seek outside employment. This was in 1837, when she was seventeen. All accounts agree that she was beautiful. Crude

  contemporary prints depict her as a dark-eyed brunette, who wore her hair fashionably bunned. She had a complexion without blemish and an aquiline nose, and was much admired for her “dark

  smile”. She was favoured, too, with a full, firm bosom, a slender figure, and a manner of great vivacity. She did not have to look far for employment. Her beauty came to the attention of one

  John Anderson, a snuff-manufacturer who ran a tobacco shop at 319 Broadway, near Thomas Street. Aware that “her good looks and vivacity” would be an asset to a business which catered to

  male trade, Anderson installed Mary behind his counter. The store was already a popular hangout for gamblers, sporty bachelors, newspaper reporters, and magazine editors. With the appearance of

  Mary Rogers, the clientèle grew and improved.




  We know that during 1837 and 1838 Edgar Allan Poe frequented the tobacconist’s and was impressed with Mary Rogers. But there were other author customers, more prosperous and better known,

  who were equally impressed. Fitz-Greene Halleck, the somewhat forbidding, partially deaf, middle-aged poet, who had once served as secretary to John Jacob Astor, often appeared carrying his

  familiar green cotton umbrella. He was, it is said, sufficiently enchanted by Mary to write a poem rhapsodizing her beauty.




  James Fenimore Cooper, on his frequent trips to New York from Cooperstown, was another regular at John Anderson’s. He was a breezy, frank, pugnacious man, who had already published The

  Spy and spent a fortune instigating libel suits against reviewers who called his writings “garbage”. Cooper was uninhibited in his opinions, and highly vocal, and there can be

  little doubt he often sounded off to Mary on the money-madness of America and the provincialism of New York.




  The most famous customer, however, was fifty-four-year-old Washington Irving. He dwelt alone in a small stone Dutch cottage on the Hudson, and was known everywhere for his creation of Ichabod

  Crane and Rip Van Winkle. A stout, genial, unaffected man, Irving must have entranced Mary Rogers with anecdotes of his youth. As a lawyer he had helped defend Aaron Burr. And he counted among his

  friends Dolly Madison, John Howard Payne, and Mary Godwin Shelley.




  Few of the customers attended Mary Rogers after shop hours. At her mother’s insistence, the proprietor, when he could, escorted her home at dusk. For New York was shot through with

  rowdyism. At nightfall the gangs, the Bowery Boys and the Dead Rabbits, rose out of the slums to molest, to maim, and to murder with butcher knives. It was estimated that in the waterfront area

  alone over fifteen thousand sailors were robbed of two million dollars in a single year.




  Though there was much that was unlovely in New York—Dickens disliked the spittoons as much as the slums, and Cooper objected to the pigs in the red-brick streets—there was also much

  that held attraction for a young lady. There were beer gardens that seated a thousand persons, and behind the wrought-iron fences of the great homes couples danced the polka and the waltz, and to

  the north of the city were vast green picnic grounds and glistening ponds for boating. There is every reason to believe that Mary Rogers enjoyed these pleasures.




  While she may not have dated her customers, there is evidence that Mary Rogers was a gay girl. After her death, much was made of her chastity. Dr Richard Cook, of Hoboken, who performed the

  autopsy, announced that Mary had been “a good girl”. He reaffirmed to the New York Herald “that previous to this shocking outrage, she had evidently been a person of

  chastity and correct habits”. Surely the good doctor’s diagnosis was more sentimental than scientific. From the number and variety of the young men who were interrogated after her death

  and who seemed to know her intimately, it is unlikely that Mary Rogers was a virgin.




  Especially she seemed to have great affection for numerous of her mother’s boarding-house guests. William Keekuck, a young sailor who had boarded with Mrs Rogers in 1840, had occasionally

  dated Mary, as had his older brother before him. Alfred Crommelin, for whom she left a rose on the last day of her life, was a handsome boarder characterized by the press as her “former

  suitor”. Daniel Payne, a cork-cutter and an alcoholic, lived under the same roof as Mary, dated her regularly, and intended to marry her. These were three escorts known by name. There were

  probably many more. In the light of her environment, it is surprising that Mary’s reputation was not worse. She had grown to maturity without paternal discipline, without family life, without

  security. Her beauty had marked her as a perpetual target for adventurous men-about-town. Her job, in a shop patronized solely by males, made her sophisticated beyond her years. Her oppressive

  financial status and her confinement to a rundown boarding-house, coupled with a lively personality, encouraged her to accept nocturnal escape with any attractive gallant.




  In October of 1838, when she was only eighteen, there occurred a curious interlude in the life of Mary Rogers. On the morning of Thursday, 4 October, she failed to appear for work at the cigar

  store. The same day, her distressed mother found a note from Mary on her bedroom table. The contents of the note, which Mrs Rogers turned over to the city coroner’s office, were never

  divulged. Three and a half years later, at the time of her death, the New York Herald told its readers: “This young girl, Mary Rogers, was missing from Anderson’s store . . . for

  two weeks. It is asserted that she was then seduced by an officer of the US Navy, and kept at Hoboken for two weeks. His name is well known on board his ship.”




  The reporters who frequented the cigar store, and knew Mary, quickly filed stories on her disappearance. With one exception, they all suspected foul play. The one exception was an anonymous

  cynic on the Commercial Advertiser who thought that the young lady had gone “into concealment that it might be believed she had been abducted, in order to help the sale of the goods of

  her employer”.




  After two weeks the erratic Mary returned to her mother and her job. She had no explanation to offer, beyond remarking that she had “felt tired” and gone to rest with some friends in

  Brooklyn. When she was shown a copy of the Commercial Advertiser, with its snide suspicions of hoax, she became furious. “She felt so annoyed at such a report having got abroad during

  her temporary absence on a country excursion,” said the Journal of Commerce, “that she positively refused ever to return to the store.” It is not known for certain,

  however, if she actually left John Anderson’s because her honesty was impugned by the customers, or if she left simply because her mother, ailing and infirm, required her assistance to help

  maintain the boarding-house. But leave she did, in 1839, some months after returning from her mysterious holiday.
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