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INTRODUCTION


The proud county of Lancashire has a history going back to Norman times and in the centuries since then has provided the country with princes, parliamentarians, entrepreneurs, captains of industry, and the famous and unique Lancashire dialect – not forgetting also the millions of Lancastrians of both sexes who provided the labour force that worked in the cotton, coalmining and papermaking industries, bringing wealth and prosperity to the county.


Lancashire also seems to have had more than its fair share of notorious crimes, many of which hit the national headlines. It is difficult to find a crime that is both interesting and unusual that has not been thoroughly dissected by other authors, but all those included here bear further re-examination. Wherever possible I have included new angles and viewpoints, some of which are my own, formed during forty years of research and including material from discussions with people who were living at the time the crime was committed and who were willing to give me the benefit of their recollections.


Naturally, as the most recent crime dealt with is now fifty years old, the number of people with personal knowledge is necessarily limited, but I have been surprised just how many there are who either still remember, or who have personal papers in respect of, events which are now just a distant memory to most. Less than a year ago, I was asked to give a talk to a group of partially sighted people in Liverpool, many of them elderly, and when I asked at the start whether anyone remembered the Wallace case of 1931 (see Chapter 5), a forest of hands flew up. One young man even came to me at the end of the talk and told me that he and his wife had lived in Wallace’s house, 29 Wolverton Street, for a time without knowing what had taken place there. Concerning a murder that took place elsewhere in the county, I have lost count of the number of people who have sung to me the rhyme that they were taught by their mothers about the Ruxton crime; it begins, ‘Red stains on the carpet’ (see Chapter 6).


For much of the verbatim detail of my stories I have consulted trial transcripts and many boxes of records at the National Archives (formerly the Public Record Office) as well as newspaper reports of the time. The latter have the advantage of often dealing with the atmosphere in the courtroom and the demeanour of the personalities involved. I am also indebted to the excellent Notable British Trials series and in the Wallace case, W.F. Wyndham-Brown’s account of the trial.


I have avoided putting words into the mouths of participants in the cases covered here without having seen some written evidence, such as trial transcripts, notes, letters and the like; where I have done so, or have described events that could only have been witnessed by the characters themselves, I have followed as closely as possible the recorded events of the case. For example, only Dr Ruxton knows how he dropped those grisly remains into the Gardenholme Linn, but I have checked the weather conditions at the time and know from the evidence the rough course of events, so I am confident that my description of his actions on that terrible night is as accurate as it can be.


Finally, if any of my readers protest that Manchester and Liverpool are now part of Greater Manchester and Merseyside respectively and so are no longer in Lancashire, I would remind them that these are merely administrative counties and that the traditional boundaries of Lancashire still exist. To quote the Department of the Environment, 3 September 1991: ‘The Local Government Act 1972 did not abolish traditional counties, only administrative ones. Although for local government purposes some of the historic counties have ceased to be administrative areas, they continue to exist for other purposes.’
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STEEPED IN ARSENIC
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Liverpool, 1889
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In the Liverpool district of Aigburth, a narrow thoroughfare runs from Aigburth Road down to Otterspool Promenade on the banks of the Mersey. To the left of the road are playing fields, including the Liverpool Cricket Club’s ground, and on the right, almost hidden behind a crumbling wall running along a cracked and uneven pavement, is a large, twenty-roomed Victorian mansion, now divided into two separate properties and numbered 6 and 7 Riversdale Road. In 1889 the property was an imposing, three-storeyed house standing on its own amid extensive lawns, kitchen garden and orchards, and was known as Battlecrease House, the residence of Mr and Mrs James Maybrick.


James Maybrick was born in 1838, the third of five brothers, all of whom grew up to be successful businessmen. Although James had prospered as a cotton broker in partnership with his younger brother Edwin, the natural leader of the family was Michael Maybrick, who though not the eldest was the one to whom the family tended to turn in times of crisis. Under the pseudonym of ‘Stephen Adams’, Michael was a writer of popular songs, including ‘The Holy City’, and was fast becoming famous.


Unmarried at the age of 42, James fancied himself as a bit of a dandy: he was always immaculately turned out, sporting a gold watch chain and diamond tiepin and smoking the most luxurious cigars. Business was good; he enjoyed himself at the lavish balls that were the fashion in the 1880s and particularly at the races, including the high spot of the season, the Aintree Grand National. His business regularly took him to America and, as he was returning from such a visit in 1881 on the White Star liner Baltic, his attention was drawn to a young American girl who was travelling to England with her mother, the Baroness von Roques. Florence Elizabeth Chandler was 18 years old, a slender young woman with a long face and heavy jaw. Her hair was cut short and curled in the fashion of the day and, despite not being a classical beauty, she radiated youthful energy. It was soon clear to her fellow passengers that she had made a conquest in James Maybrick. The two of them became inseparable as the voyage progressed, and as the ship approached Liverpool there were rumours in the first-class dining room of a possible engagement. However, it was impossible in the few short days they had spent together that either should get to know much about the other or the other’s family; had they done so, it seems highly likely that the ‘engagement’ would have ended abruptly.




[image: image]


Florence Maybrick at about the time of her marriage. (Author’s collection)





Florence was born in September 1862 in Mobile, Alabama. Her father died when she was very young and her mother, Caroline, married again – another union that did not last long. The third husband rejoiced in the name of Baron Adolph von Roques, a grand-sounding title although he had little money to back it up. After seven years this marriage also broke up, leaving Caroline free to travel about Europe, taking her growing daughter with her. Her son, Holbrook Chandler, was several years older than Florence and was studying for a career in medicine. Caroline von Roques was an adventuress and more than a little bohemian, but it is surprising that she allowed Florence to strike up such a serious relationship with a man old enough to be her father; one can also wonder what Florence saw in the middle-aged Maybrick other than, perhaps, his obvious wealth.


Outwardly a highly respectable merchant, Maybrick had two dark secrets that he kept hidden from the world. First, he was something of a hypochondriac, subject to frequent minor illnesses for which he dosed himself incessantly with whatever potion the local pharmacist would supply. These potions, more often than not without a doctor’s prescription, contained small doses of toxic substances, usually arsenic or strychnine, and over the years the proportion of poison had increased. People introduced to him for the first time were often startled when he announced that he took enough arsenic to kill a lesser man, and they marvelled when he poured a white powder onto his food, claiming that it was arsenic to keep him virile. He also claimed that he had taken in so much arsenic over the years that he was now immune to its poisonous effects. On its own, that foible might have been bearable. However, his second secret, which of course neither mother nor daughter knew, was that Florence’s suitor – although unmarried – had a mistress in England who had already borne him three children and who was dependent upon him for their support. Nevertheless, the couple were married at the fashionable St James’s Church, Piccadilly, on 27 July 1880 and their first child, James Chandler Maybrick, was born on 24 March the following year – only eight months after the marriage, as some of the sharper members of the Maybrick family may have muttered quietly to themselves.


During the cotton season the couple regularly commuted to and from America and, when they were home, they took an increasing part in the Liverpool social scene. In 1884 James Maybrick took the lease of Battlecrease House, where they entertained their friends to musical evenings and lavish balls; it was here that, in June 1886, their second child, Gladys Evelyn Maybrick, was born. Extra servants were taken on to cope with the increasing workload but, for whatever reason, the Maybricks did not seem to keep their servants very long and by 1889, just three years later, none of the 1886 servants was still in their employ.


In 1887 there was an outbreak of scarlatina and, as a precaution, James Maybrick took Gladys to Wales for a time, young James having already had the disease. It was during this period that Florence somehow discovered the existence of James’s mistress and her children, who now numbered five, two of them having been born since Maybrick’s marriage. There was a dreadful row when Florence confronted James with what she knew, and her first instinct was to go back to mother; but in the end she settled for moving into a separate bedroom – an event that was immediately noted, with disapproval, by the servants.


For the next couple of years the Maybricks presented a united front to the world and few, if any, outside Battlecrease House knew of the situation. They carried on their social whirl, attending the theatre and musical events as though nothing had happened, and they were always to be seen at the local race meetings. In the meantime James Maybrick continued to dose himself with any potion to hand, until in 1888 a worried Florence consulted her doctor about the ‘strong medicine’ that her husband was in the habit of taking and which he admitted always seemed to make him worse rather than better. The doctor was well aware of Maybrick’s hypochondriac tendencies, and so did nothing.


A local chemist, Edwin Heaton, had for years been supplying Maybrick with a potion of Maybrick’s own devising that called for ‘four drops of liquor arsenicalis’. He now noticed that his client had increased the arsenic to seven drops and that he was an ever more frequent visitor to the shop, sometimes coming in for his ‘special’ draught several times a day. In addition, James always made sure that he had a good supply to hand when he went out of town.


Later that year, the Maybricks were introduced to a wealthy cotton merchant, the 38-year-old Alfred Brierley: a handsome, bearded man. The three hit it off immediately and before long Brierley was a regular visitor to Battlecrease House. As he also had an interest in horse racing, it was soon rare for the Maybricks to attend any function where Brierley was not also present. It is not clear exactly when the relationship between Alfred Brierley and Florence turned into something more than formal friendship, but in the spring of 1889 Florence announced to her husband that she would be spending a few days in London with an aunt who was recovering from an operation. On Friday 21 March Florence arrived at Flatman’s Hotel in Cavendish Square, where rooms had been booked in the names of Mr and Mrs Thomas Maybrick, and she was followed some hours later by Brierley. The couple tended to stay in their room and had most of their meals sent up, but after only three days Brierley left the hotel and Florence moved on to visit the home of her cousin. She also had dinner with Michael Maybrick, before returning to Liverpool on 29 March.


On the Saturday the Aintree Grand National was held, a very special occasion as the Prince of Wales and his retinue were present and everybody who was anybody in local society attended – including the Maybricks. To no one’s surprise, Alfred Brierley appeared as well and attached himself to Maybrick’s party. Everyone cheered when the amateur jockey Mr Beasley rode Frigate to the winning post. Then, in front of James and his party, Brierley made a point of asking Florence to accompany him to see the Prince of Wales and she agreed eagerly. She took his arm and the couple walked off, leaving Maybrick plainly discomfited. By the time Florence returned, he was in a towering rage and complaining that the whole of Liverpool society had noticed his wife walking arm in arm with a man who was not her husband. In silence, the couple returned to Battlecrease House, where the servants instantly detected that something was wrong.
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Battlecrease House. (Author)





Alice Yapp had been the children’s nurse at Battlecrease House for nearly two years and she and the other four servants regarded their mistress with ill-concealed dislike, being of the opinion that she was an American gold-digger who had tricked their master into marriage. When the Maybricks returned from the races they went into the nursery together and Yapp hastened to put her ear to the door, just in time to hear James say to his wife, ‘This scandal will be all over the town tomorrow, Florrie. I never thought you could come to this.’ A few minutes later James ordered a servant to call a cab, but when Florence moved towards the front door he shouted at her, ‘If you once cross this threshold, you shall never enter these doors again.’ Nurse Yapp went to comfort her mistress, noting that she had the beginnings of a black eye, and James fell exhausted onto the settle in the hall.


Florence by now had had enough and decided to seek a separation from her husband, whom she knew was still seeing his mistress on a regular basis. James’s four brothers showed her little sympathy and so she consulted a physician, Dr Hopper, who promised to have a word with her husband; but there was a problem. Unknown to James, Florence was heavily in debt and Hopper suggested that she should make a clean breast of it in an effort to start all over again. Florence followed his advice. To her surprise, James took the confession calmly and even promised to settle the debts for her. Unfortunately, this reunion did not last long and soon the couple were arguing again. James now insisted on seeing Florence’s mail before the maid took it up to her room and on several occasions returned letters to the sender, unread. He continued to take the usual mixture of potions and complained to his brother Michael of persistent pains in the head and numbness in his limbs, which Michael suggested to him might have something to do with the medicines he was taking. James angrily refused to accept this diagnosis.


Towards the end of April, Florence visited the shop of Mr Thomas Symington Wokes in Aigburth, who gave evidence at the later trial that she had asked for a supply of flypapers. It was, perhaps, a little early in the year to be troubled by flies, but Wokes supplied a dozen willingly. The papers were about six inches square, impregnated with arsenic and were meant to be placed in a saucerful of water, so that the resulting solution poisoned any insect that drank it. It was a medium-term solution to the fly problem, as they took some time to die, but the papers were very popular and sold in their thousands.


At about the same time, Maybrick consulted his solicitor with a view to remaking his will. He proposed appointing his brothers Michael and Thomas to be his executors and left the greater part of his estate in trust for the benefit of his children, including all his furniture. Florence was to have the proceeds of two life policies totalling £2,500 – which were in her name anyway and strictly not in James’s gift – and she was to be allowed to remain at Battlecrease House with the children for so long as she remained a widow. The will was an ill-thought-out document, somewhat hastily drawn up and leaving Florence the bare minimum on which to survive should her husband predecease her. In addition to her own private income from America of £120 per annum, the investment proceeds of the life policies were unlikely to bring in much more than £200 a year, the combined sum being insufficient for the upkeep of Battlecrease House, let alone the support of the children and Florence herself. It might therefore be necessary for Florence to throw herself on the mercy of the executors, something that she was uncomfortably aware she could not rely upon.


Bottles containing various liquids continued to be delivered by post and Florence confided to the servants that some of them contained strychnine. One day Maybrick appeared at his office complaining of numbness in the lower limbs and told friends that he had taken an overdose of strychnine that morning. The following day Nurse Yapp, having been summoned by Florence, found James lying on the bed in some distress and was sent to ask the cook for a draught of mustard and water, as ‘James has taken another dose of that horrid medicine.’ Dr Humphreys was called and Florence mentioned to him the white powder that her husband was in the habit of taking, but when questioned by the doctor about it, Maybrick dismissed this as the cause of his ill health. Humphreys, used to Maybrick’s hypochondriac ways, remained unconcerned and merely prepared a diet sheet. Edwin Maybrick called to see his brother and stayed for a few days until James declared himself better and returned to work. That evening he accompanied his wife to a grand masked ball, which they both seem to have enjoyed.


Early in May, James again complained of feeling unwell and Dr Humphreys prescribed Valentine’s Meat Juice, prussic acid and a mouthwash of Condy’s Fluid; on 6 May the prescription was changed to Fowler’s Solution of Arsenic, a popular pick-me-up of the time containing arsenic, carbonate of potash and lavender water. Later, at the trial, Dr Humphreys would say that the whole bottle of Fowler’s Solution contained only about one twenty-fifth of a grain of arsenic. The usual minimum fatal dose of arsenic is two grains, and so drinking the whole of the bottle of Fowler’s at one go would not necessarily have caused Maybrick anything other than a slight stomach upset. However, combined with all the other potions that he was in the habit of taking, and bearing in mind that arsenic can also have a cumulative effect, building up in the body and particularly in the liver and kidneys over a period of time until quite a small additional dose is lethal, it could not have helped his condition.


On the same day, 6 May, Alfred Brierley wrote a letter to Florence, worried that James Maybrick knew something about their stay in London and telling her that he proposed to leave the area for a while, not coming back until the autumn when things might have quietened down.


On 7 May Edwin Maybrick received a telegram from Florence asking him to send a doctor to examine his brother, who was no better, and that afternoon a Dr Carter arrived at Battlecrease House, having been sent for because of his reputation in the locality. He was followed shortly after by Dr Humphreys. Together they examined James, who was vomiting copiously and, rather surprisingly, they decided that he was on the mend and thought that he might well recover within a few days. No attempt was made to discover the cause of his illness, although given the state of medical science at the time and the almost medieval treatment that he had been subjected to, that is not to be wondered at. A former girlfriend of Maybrick, Matilda Jannion, by now Mrs Briggs, called at the house accompanied by her sister Martha, now Mrs Hughes. They had been asked to call by Michael Maybrick and, despite the fact that they had no business being there, the sisters insisted that James should have a qualified nurse, whom Florence reluctantly agreed to pay for.


The next day Nurse Ellen Ann Gore arrived and took over the management of the patient, noting that James was plainly unwell and constantly complaining that he felt as though he had a hair tickling his throat. She and her relief, Nurse Callery, watched over James and gave him various mixtures, including a few drops of Valentine’s Meat Juice which had been brought by Edwin Maybrick. On the evening of 9 May Nurse Gore noticed Florence go into James’s bedroom and take out of a drawer the partly used bottle of Valentine’s, which she took into the dressing room, remaining there with the door closed for a short time. On returning she placed the bottle of meat juice back on the bedside table and told the nurse to fetch some ice to put in water, so that she could bathe her husband’s head. Meanwhile, the rather appropriately named Alice Yapp had approached the Jannion sisters and confided, ‘The mistress is poisoning the master.’ She told them about the flypapers that she had seen soaking and implied that this was something sinister, although countless thousands of such fly killers were even then being soaked in houses the length and breadth of the country, as no doubt the three of them knew very well.


That afternoon Michael Maybrick received a telegram from Mrs Briggs saying, ‘Come at once. Strange things going on here’, while at about the same time Florence sat down to write a letter to Alfred Brierley. He was the only person she felt she could turn to in what was becoming an increasingly antagonistic household. Finishing the letter, she sealed it and gave it to Alice Yapp to post, perhaps in her distress failing to see the risk she was taking in involving the servant in her intrigue. Yapp later claimed that she had given the letter to baby Gladys to carry on her walk to the post office and that the baby had dropped it into a puddle. Yapp found a clean envelope and as she was putting the letter in it, she ‘inadvertently read some of the contents’ and decided to inform Edwin. The letter read as follows:


Dearest,


Your letter under cover to John K. came to hand just after I had written to you on Monday. I did not expect to hear from you so soon and had delayed in giving him the necessary instructions. Since my return, I have been nursing M day and night. He is sick unto death. The doctors held a consultation today and now all depends upon how long his strength will hold out! Both my brothers-in-law are here and we are terribly anxious. I cannot answer your letter fully today, my darling, but relieve your mind of all fear of discovery now and in the future. M has been delirious since Sunday and I know now that he is perfectly ignorant of everything, even to the name of the street, and also that he has not been making any enquiries whatever. The tale he told me was pure fabrication and only intended to frighten the truth out of me. In fact, he believes my statement, although he will not admit it. You need not go abroad on that account, dearest, but in any case please don’t leave England until I have seen you once again. You must feel that these two letters of mine were written under circumstances that must even excuse their injustice in your eyes. Do you suppose I could act as I am doing if I really felt and meant what I inferred then? If you wish to write to me about anything, do so now, as all the letters pass through my hands at present. Excuse this scrawl, my own darling, but I dare not leave the room for a moment and I do not know when I shall be able to write to you again.


Yours in haste,


Florrie.


Florence’s letter, admitting her illicit relationship with Brierley and appearing to forecast the death of her husband (‘he is sick unto death’), was somewhat ill advised and largely responsible for the verdict at her subsequent trial. Edwin and Michael Maybrick arrived that evening, having had the chance to discuss the letter on the way from the station and Michael Maybrick was in no doubt. ‘The woman is an adulteress,’ he said savagely to his brother. They immediately confronted Florence and made plain their suspicions. Michael led the onslaught and insisted that she was not looking after James properly and that his brother should have had the services of a professional nurse much earlier in his illness. The facts that James had consulted several doctors in the recent past, all of whom had thought that there was little wrong with him except stomach ache and hypochondria, and that it was Florence who had contacted Edwin on 7 May asking for his help, seem to have escaped him. The brothers insisted that all food and medicine was henceforth to be handled by Nurse Gore and no one else.


Later, Michael Maybrick went to the house of Dr Humphreys and discussed his brother’s prospects. The doctor, ignoring medical ethics regarding the confidentiality of his patient’s affairs, said that James had told him that he was going to die, whereupon Michael Maybrick told him about the flypapers and Alice Yapp’s suspicions, before returning to Battlecrease House determined to watch even more closely over his ailing brother. The next day Nurse Callery arrived to relieve the exhausted Nurse Gore, and found her patient weak and complaining of a burning sensation in his throat and pains in the abdomen.


On that same day, Friday 9 May, there was another visit from Drs Carter and Humphreys, during which Michael Maybrick demanded to know what was wrong with his brother. ‘Dyspepsia,’ was the reply. ‘I am aware of that,’ said Michael angrily. ‘But what is causing it?’ Both doctors admitted that they did not know, but suspected that it was something that James had taken in with his food. Michael remarked that his brother had been ill on and off for the past month, having had several vomiting fits, and that he seemed better when away from home. This was a lie, as James had rarely ventured out since the beginning of his illness and had not spent a single night away from Battlecrease House. Michael also told the doctors that James was estranged from his wife, who had recently been buying flypapers about which there was the ‘gravest suspicion’. Armed with this information the doctors re-examined their patient and, having now decided that his symptoms could have been caused by poison, took samples for analysis. The result was negative, and the following day Nurse Gore returned to duty and prepared a dose of Valentine’s Meat Juice for the invalid, despite Florence’s complaint that the juice had made her husband sick on other occasions when he had taken it. By this time, in response to Michael Maybrick’s instructions, the servants were taking little notice of what their mistress said, ignoring the fact that she was the only person, apart from her husband, who had any legal standing in the house.


James became worse and when Nurse Callery came on duty, Nurse Gore told her about the incident with the meat juice, whereupon Callery took a clean bottle and poured some of the remaining liquid into it. On her way out, Gore told Michael Maybrick that she was not happy about a half-bottle of brandy in James’s room and so Maybrick commandeered it. It was obvious that a nervous panic was beginning to sweep through the house, affecting principals and servants alike. Later, Michael Maybrick caught Florence decanting medicine from one bottle to another and angrily accused her of meddling. Florence protested that there was so much sediment in the medicine that she was pouring it into a larger bottle so that it could be shaken more easily, but when Dr Humphreys arrived on his rounds Maybrick handed him the meat juice and the brandy and asked him to have them analysed.


James’s treatment continued, including a nutrient suppository and sulphonal, a sleep-inducing drug, but he grew steadily weaker. The following morning the doctor arrived at around 8.30 to find the Jannion sisters in attendance, having apparently been sent for by Florence. James was obviously dying and his wife was lying on her bed, semi-comatose and exhausted. The previous evening Dr Humphreys had carried out tests on the two bottles that he had been given; the brandy proved to be innocuous, but the meat juice tested positive for arsenic. When Dr Carter arrived at noon, Humphreys gave him this information and Carter decided to hold on to the bottle for the time being. ‘In the event of James’s death,’ he said, ‘I will be unable to sign a death certificate until the bottle has been examined by a skilled analyst.’
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