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FOREWORD


by Professor Bernard Knight CBE


IN SPITE OF THE CURRENT OBSESSION of television producers portraying forensic pathologists as willowy blondes, aged twenty-five, this macabre occupation was dominated during the last century by a handful of mostly middle-aged or elderly men of all shapes and sizes, some of whom became ‘household names’.


Robin Odell has taken five of the most prominent of these and expertly welded their personal histories to their most notorious cases, producing an engrossing record of how homicide was investigated during the twentieth century.


As it seemed almost obligatory for such men to write their memoirs – or have them ‘ghosted’ for them – much of the material has already been published, but some of these books have their faults. The early biography of Spilsbury. in 1951, was really an adulatory homage and it took until 2007 for Andrew Rose to write a more realistic assessment of the great man – and now Robin Odell has again offered a balanced view of Sir Bernard.


Though I knew of all five – and had met them all except Spilsbury during my half-century forensic career – my main interest was reading about Keith Simpson and Francis Camps, who I knew so well and whose personalities could not have been more different.


When I left the army to look for a job, I turned up at St Pancras mortuary one morning, still in uniform, and found Camps up to his elbows in a corpse, the inevitable fag in mouth, and was laconically told to ‘start on Monday’ with not even a mention of a salary! How different from the formal, immaculate Simpson, with his archbishop’s voice that delivered superb lectures, compared with Camps’ disjointed ramblings. Yet they both had their strengths and weaknesses, though their personal differences were sometimes too publicly ventilated.


Writing a biography of an eminent professional is not easy, as I found when I did that of Milton Helpern, the Chief Medical Examiner of New York City. It is hard to avoid trotting out a dry rehash of journalistic articles and court records, but Robin Odell, a veteran author of true crime, has imbued these pen-portraits with a true feeling of what the men were like, warts and all, offering a book that not only informs, but entertains.







INTRODUCTION





THE DEVELOPMENT OF FORENSIC MEDICINE in Britain is told through the lives of the five great pathologists who dominated the scene throughout most of the twentieth century. Their careers spanned seventy years of personal achievement and innovation which laid the foundations of modern crime scene investigation.


Sir Bernard Spilsbury was an iconic figure who put forensic pathology on the map with his involvement in the Crippen case. Headlines such as, ‘Spilsbury called in’, turned an essentially shy man into a celebrity. He was in essence a loner; an interpreter who exemplified the role of the expert witness. Sure of himself, certain of the facts and not requiring a second opinion, he stood tall in the witness box. In an age when capital punishment was still in use, his courtroom testimony made him an arbiter of life and death. A roll call of his cases reads like a catalogue of famous British murders. His conclusions, though, were often controversial and contested and remain so to the present day. He was the epitome of the expert; aloof, assured and respected.


His contemporary, Sir Sydney Smith, by contrast, was an innovator, a clubbable man who worked on a broad canvas and drew people towards him. Born in New Zealand, he pursued his training in Scotland, the spiritual home of forensic medicine. He honed his skills in Egypt, where he worked during the inter-war years, and pioneered the development of forensic ballistics. He returned to Edinburgh to concentrate on teaching and helped to put forensic studies onto a sound academic basis.


John Glaister also prospered in the Scottish tradition and played a major role in furthering his nation’s pre-eminent position in forensic medicine. He was a professor for thirty years at Glasgow University where he succeeded his father. His particular contribution was to apply scientific methods to the examination of trace evidence gathered at crime scenes. His work on the identification of hair was a significant breakthrough and, like Smith, he was willing to share knowledge and to call for specialist help when it was needed. This was evident in the Ruxton case when he pioneered photo-imposition as an identification technique.


Francis Camps was an organiser rather than an innovator. He had a vision of coordinating the emerging skills of the broader medico-legal profession and, to that end, created a world-class forensic department at London University. He had his share of important crime cases but was at his best when managing people and resources to advance the knowledge and professional status of forensic work. He was a founding member of the British Academy of Forensic Sciences which succeeded in bringing science, medicine and the law together to serve the ends of justice. Camps also reached out to the USA to add an international element to what he viewed as best practice.


Keith Simpson combined a number of talents as teacher and practitioner. He was also an important innovator, breaking new ground in the understanding of factors which determined time of death and helping to put forensic dentistry on the map as a means of establishing identity. Like his contemporaries, he was involved in many headline murder cases, Heath, Haigh and Christie being prominent among them. He was a highly effective communicator, noted for his succinct delivery of evidence in court, in addition to his lecturing and writing activities.


The five pathologists, each with their unique talents, represented a golden age of forensic development. Their careers overlapped to a considerable extent and there were strains of rivalry in their relationships at times. This was, perhaps, inevitable in the adversarial system employed in British courts which meant that experts were sometimes cast as opponents in the courtroom. As professionals, they did not always agree on the interpretation of evidence.


Despite their differences, they elevated the gritty, not to say, gruesome, business of examining the dead to a multi-faceted profession calling on every available scientific resource and discipline. Crime scene investigation as it is practised today owes a great deal to these pioneers for their questing spirit and innovative genius.


Robin Odell, 2013







Chapter One


THE COMING MAN


Sir Bernard Spilsbury


THE THIRTY-THREE-YEAR-OLD MAN who stood in the witness box at the Old Bailey on 18 October 1910 was tall, good-looking and self-assured. He was well-dressed, sporting a red carnation in his buttonhole, and spoke clearly and calmly when addressed by counsel for the Crown. ‘I am a Bachelor of Surgery of Oxford University and I hold the position of pathologist at St Mary’s Hospital,’ he told the court. The man was Bernard Spilsbury, whose name would become a household term epitomising the ascendancy of the medical detective, and the occasion was the trial for murder of Hawley Harvey Crippen whose name gained notoriety as a fashionable expletive.


Dr Spilsbury was the most junior of the four experts called by the prosecution to present the medical evidence against Crippen. His appearance was brief, decisive and memorable. From his high perch in the wood-panelled courtroom, the Lord Chief Justice, bewigged and swathed in scarlet, questioned the young pathologist about his opinion. Spilsbury, unintimidated, replied, ‘I have an independent position of my own, and I am responsible for my own opinion, which has been formed on my own scientific knowledge … ’. Those present who understood the workings of the medico-legal world realised at once that they were witnessing something important. A young law student at the time, who would later achieve fame as a coroner, Bentley Purchase, remembered people leaving the court and saying of Spilsbury, ‘There is a coming man.’
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Crippen was the inoffensive-looking husband of Kunigunde Mackamotski, a stage-struck woman better known as Cora or by her stage name, Belle Elmore. The couple settled in England in 1900 after Crippen was appointed to run the London office of the Munyon Company, a Philadelphia-based patent medicine firm. Crippen’s medical qualifications, described as obscure and probably acquired through the post, nevertheless allowed him to use the title of ‘Dr’. It is doubtful, though, that he would have been allowed by the General Medical Council to practise in England. His success as a sales representative was matched by that of his wife as a stage artiste; he presided over dwindling fortunes selling quack medicine and she obtained minor parts in the music halls. Neighbours observed that he always appeared to be subservient to her wishes. Small in stature and mild in manner, his demeanour contrasted sharply with Cora’s music-hall persona.


The Crippens lived at 39 Hilldrop Crescent in Camden Town in a gloomy house with a cellar. In January 1910, Crippen parted company with Munyons and began to run into debt. By this time, the little doctor was also running a double life with his teenage mistress, Ethel le Neve. They met secretly and shared warm embraces in the privacy of hotel bedrooms.


On 2 February 1910, Crippen told Ethel le Neve that his wife had gone to America. Ethel joined him at 39 Hilldrop Crescent and a couple of weeks later appeared at a charity ball wearing a brooch belonging to Cora Crippen. The doctor let it be known that he had heard his wife was seriously ill and he was planning to travel to the USA to be by her side. He then announced that she had died and, on the day that her obituary was published in the theatrical newspaper, Era, he and Ethel le Neve left England for a honeymoon in Dieppe. On 31 March, one of Cora’s friends at the Music Hall Ladies’ Group reported certain suspicions to Scotland Yard.


When Crippen and le Neve returned to Hilldrop Crescent it was to face visits from several of Cora’s friends asking embarrassing questions and, finally, from Chief Inspector Walter Dew of Scotland Yard. This occurred at the beginning of July, weeks after Cora had disappeared. Crippen was disarmingly frank; ‘The stories I have told about my wife’s death are untrue,’ he declared. He said that as far as he knew she was still alive and had gone to America to join her lover. He had lied, he explained, to hide his shame.


The policeman was thus put off the scent and Crippen, alerted to the danger he was in, prepared for flight. On 11 July, when Dew sought to question Crippen further, he found both the doctor’s office and 39 Hilldrop Crescent unoccupied. The house was thoroughly searched and human remains were found buried in the cellar. The experts were called in and Dew took passage across the Atlantic in a ship fast enough to overhaul the SS Montrose, whose passengers included Crippen and le Neve dressed as a boy. An alert had been broadcast by wireless from the ship’s captain to the owners in Liverpool. In an historic radio message, he said, ‘Have strong suspicion that Crippen London Cellar Murderer and Accomplice are among saloon passengers … ’.


Under the brick floor of the cellar at the Crippen home, Dew and his Sergeant discovered the stinking remains of a human torso wrapped in a man’s pyjama top. Augustus J. Pepper, consulting surgeon at St Mary’s Hospital and a leading medico-legal authority, examined the cellar remains and reported that without question they were human. He called in his assistant, Dr Bernard Spilsbury, who sacrificed a holiday with his wife and son in Somerset for the doubtful privilege of evaluating the remains found at Hilldrop Crescent. Spilsbury’s rising reputation had already been noted and it was said that Richard Muir, who prosecuted Crippen at his trial, especially asked for Spilsbury to work on the case.


The pathologist wrote out a summary of his initial findings on one of his famous record cards. Throughout his career he pursued the meticulous habit of recording the details of all his cases on record filing cards which at the end of his professional life numbered some 6,000. The discovery in the cellar amounted to a heap of putrefying flesh and organs; there was no head and no bones. When he was called to the scene, Sir Melville McNaghten, the Assistant Commissioner at Scotland Yard, had the foresight, as he recorded in his memoirs; ‘to put a handful of cigars in my pocket; I thought they might be needed by the officers and they were!’


The sex of this grisly discovery was not apparent, for the genitalia were missing. All the organs of the chest and abdomen were accounted for with the exception of the reproductive organs. Later, on a section of skin measuring seven inches by six, which he thought came from the lower part of the abdomen, Pepper’s experienced eye spotted a mark which he thought was a scar. This blemish was the cue for Spilsbury to step into the public arena.


The young Demonstrator of Pathology left his family to start their holiday without him while he remained in London and joined a forensic quartet at St Mary’s Hospital – he and Pepper worked on the physical aspects of the remains while Dr William Willcox and Dr Arthur Luff carried out analyses for toxic substances. One of Spilsbury’s three filing cards on Crippen recorded the essential information concerning the discovery in the cellar:





Human remains found July 13 … Medical organs of the chest and abdomen. Removed in one mass. Four large pieces of skin and muscle, one from the lower abdomen with old operation scar 4 in. long – broader at lower end. Impossible to identify sex. Hyoscine found 2.2 grains. Hair in Hinde’s curler – roots present. Hair 6 in. long. Man’s pyjama jacket, Jones Bros., Holloway, and odd pair of pyjama trousers.





Examined by Travers Humphreys, Spilsbury told the court how he had examined a piece of skin and flesh with a mark on it. ‘I have formed the opinion,’ he said, ‘that it comes from the lower part of the wall of the abdomen, near the middle – I base that opinion upon the presence and arrangement of certain muscles.’ Of the mark on the skin, he said, ‘As the result of my microscopical examination I say that that mark is undoubtedly an old operation scar.’ Knowing that Crippen’s wife had undergone an ovarotomy in 1892 or ’93, the identification of an abdominal surgical scar by the pathologist was an important plank in the prosecution’s argument.


The thrust of Spilsbury’s case was that the absence of hair follicles and sebaceous glands in the mark on the skin made it certain that it was a scar. He was at pains to point out that although he had been a student of Augustus Pepper, his opinions were entirely his own. He repeated, ‘I think there is no room for doubt as to its being a scar,’ and, as a final challenge, he declared, ‘I have my microscope slides here and I shall send for a microscope in case it should be wanted.’ Muir was no doubt very pleased with his protégé and took one of the defence’s expert witnesses to task for daring to suggest that a mistake might have been made over interpretation of the microscopic evidence. ‘We are not talking about people unaccustomed to the microscope,’ declared counsel, ‘we are talking about people like Mr Spilsbury.’


The sliver of tissue bearing the scar preserved in formalin in a glass dish was handed round among the members of the jury and, finally, in an adjoining room, Spilsbury set up his microscope so that any jurors who might have entertained lingering doubts could see his slides for themselves. The defence argument that the mark was merely a surface crease in the unbroken skin was weakened by the appearance of epithelium – the outermost layer of the skin – which had become folded into the scar as a result of the operation for ovarotomy.


Traces of hyoscine were found in the remains by Dr William Willcox; the presence of the drug linked to Crippen’s known purchases of hyoscine hydrobromide from a chemist in New Oxford Street established cause of death and completed the chain of evidence. Willcox and Spilsbury were destined to work together on other important criminal cases; they made a formidable pair. The jury believed the remains found in the cellar at Hilldrop Crescent were those of Cora Crippen who had been poisoned by her husband. They took just half an hour to find him guilty of murder.
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Spilsbury’s precisely ordered mind was possibly a characteristic inherited from his father, an analytical and manufacturing chemist. James Spilsbury had wanted to train as a doctor but his mother was against the idea and urged him into a trade. The closest he could aspire to his real ambition was as a maker of pills and potions. James left his native Staffordshire in the 1870s and loosed the bonds of parental control. He set up in business in Leamington Spa where he married a local girl. In May 1877, James and Marion Spilsbury had the first of their four children, whom they named Bernard Henry.


Bernard was considered a handsome child, as photographs of the period testified, and he was cheerful and good-natured. The family home was comfortable and his father, who had suffered disappointment at not being allowed to follow the career of his own choosing, determined that, within reason, his children would be permitted to fulfil their particular talents and ambitions. Until he was ten years of age Bernard was tutored at home and, in 1888, enrolled as a pupil at Leamington College. He soon became a boarder for his father decided to shake the dust of the provinces from his feet and move to London. While James Spilsbury searched for a house in the metropolis that would be convenient for his new employment as consulting chemist to a number of large firms, he moved the rest of his family to his parents’ home in Stafford.


A new family home was eventually found at Crouch End in north London and Bernard was reunited with his parents. But the move had no permanence, for Spilsbury senior’s restlessness and quick business brain pinpointed an opportunity in Manchester and there the family moved at the end of 1891. Bernard attended Manchester Grammar School where, to his father’s frustration, he performed only to a dull average but, with the benefits of hindsight, showed the languor and exasperating talent of a late developer. In 1893, he moved to Owens College where his career prospects began to come into focus.


He had decided he would like to train as a doctor and, two years later, took a step down that path when he passed his London University Matriculation. He subsequently gained entrance to Oxford University as a medical student.


His teachers at Owens College saw Bernard Spilsbury as something of a loner. He liked the solitude of long walks and preferred individual to team sports. The characteristic of the loner, tempered with a gritty determination, would stamp the young Spilsbury’s future career.


The young man graduated with a BA degree from Oxford in 1899 after studying for three years at Magdalen College. With general practice in mind, he entered St Mary’s Hospital Medical School at Paddington, London which would be a second home to him for twenty years. He at once came under the spell of two outstanding teachers, Arthur Luff and Augustus Pepper. He also fell in love with the microscope given to him by his father which became as indispensable to the large-as-life Spilsbury as the magnifying glass was to the mythical Sherlock Holmes.


Luff and Pepper have been described as the founders of modern forensic medicine but they had inherited a somewhat tarnished tradition owing to the fiasco created by the Smethurst trial in 1859. Dr Thomas Smethurst was charged with fatally poisoning Isabella Bankes, a spinster with whom he went to live after deserting his invalid wife. She left everything to Smethurst, whom she described as ‘my sincere and beloved friend’.


Dr Alfred Swaine Taylor, the government analyst and a leading toxicologist, had found arsenic in the dead woman’s body and also in a medicine bottle taken from the sickroom. On the basis of this evidence, Smethurst was sent for trial at the Old Bailey. Sensation occurred when Dr Taylor admitted that arsenical impurities in his test reagents invalidated his discovery of poison. Smethurst was nevertheless found guilty and was sentenced to be hanged. Because of the controversy over the toxicological analysis, the Home Office ordered an inquiry which resulted in Smethurst being pardoned and Taylor suffering the ignominy of an expert made fallible. In consequence, the standing of forensic medicine was severely dented and the Dublin Medical Journal wrote of poor Taylor that he had ‘brought an amount of disrepute upon his branch of the profession that years will not remove’.


Following this debacle, the role of the expert witness was held in some suspicion and it fell to St Mary’s Hospital to reinstate what some called a ‘beastly science’ to its rightful place. Spilsbury’s tutors encouraged their student’s enthusiasm for microscopy, perhaps seeing his potential for enhancing their calling. Spilsbury’s natural aloofness and liking for solitary working predisposed him to the pursuit of pathology. At any rate, he chose that calling and, as his contemporaries all observed, devoted himself diligently to his studies. This decision had the effect of concentrating the young man’s individualistic tendencies and he was drawn to the professional company of older men. His fellow students doubtless thought he had a high opinion of himself.


The late developer found that some of those medical students who had started their studies after him qualified before he did. But in 1905, at the age of twenty-eight, he graduated from Oxford with his medical degree. In the same year, he became engaged to Edith Horton whom he had met in Birmingham four years earlier while visiting his itinerant parents. In October 1905, Dr Bernard Spilsbury was appointed Resident Assistant Pathologist at St Mary’s under Augustus Pepper. His appointment completed a formidable team; Pepper was the Home Office pathologist and Arthur Luff was joint toxicologist to the Home Office with William Willcox, a man only a few years older than Spilsbury and a natural ally. They were to become good friends and worked together professionally on many important cases.


Spilsbury, now earning a salary of £200 a year, was thus put into the arena where the reputation of modern forensic pathology would be moulded. He had access not only to the best knowledge and experience available but also to those meticulous working disciplines so vital in the medico-legal world. Within six years, he would come to the forefront of the national scene, his name a public property, while many of those who outshone him as students remained in respectable obscurity.


He was able to augment his salary with earnings from coroners’ fees which, in those days, ran to two guineas for a post-mortem examination. His first fee-earning post-mortem was performed in March 1906. It rated an entry on one of his famous record cards which, together with his notebooks, were maintained as material for an eventual text-book on forensic medicine.


Spilsbury lived at rooms in Cambridge Terrace, Paddington, not quite ‘over the shop’ but within easy reach of St Mary’s. By 1908, the demand for his services outside the hospital was so great that he was serving several coroners’ courts in London and earning fees which doubled his salary. He managed his income carefully, having decided to marry Edith Horton when he had settled into his professional career. He judged that moment to have arrived in 1908 and in September the couple were married at Moseley. They rented a house at Harrow-on-the-Hill in north London and Spilsbury commuted to Paddington each day on the newly electrified Metropolitan Railway. The following year, he succeeded Augustus Pepper as Pathologist at St Mary’s when his friend and tutor retired. His rise had been fast by any standard and then came the Crippen trial.
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The Crippen case was a watershed for Spilsbury. It was a signpost on a road to a unique career which embraced a dozen at least of the most sensational murder cases in the history of English crime. His appearance at the Old Bailey to give expert testimony fixed his name and personality in the minds of the public at a time when reports of the great criminal trials attracted massive newspaper readership. It was a time before charisma had been invented but there was no doubt that Spilsbury had that indefinable quality which would mark him out as a figure commanding public attention.


As with many charismatic figures, providence provided Spilsbury with material for the proper exercise of his talent. In the wake of the Crippen trial, Augustus Pepper decided to withdraw from public life and recommended Spilsbury to succeed him as Home Office pathologist. This meant working as assistant to Willcox who was now Senior Home Office pathologist. Willcox welcomed the new appointment and so began an outstanding professional partnership that lasted for nearly thirty years. By a strange paradox, the last engagements of the two men included courtroom appearances on opposing sides. But what lay before them in 1911 was a succession of extraordinary criminal cases which began in September of that year with another murder in north London.


Frederick Henry Seddon lived with his wife and their five children at 63 Tollington Park, Islington less than a mile away from the former residence of the Crippens. Seddon was a district superintendent for the London and Manchester Industrial Assurance Company. After he was promoted in 1909, he moved his family into a better district, taking a lease on a three-storey house. He used the basement front room as an office and the safe which he installed there frequently contained large sums of money which he took in from the collectors whom he supervised. Seddon charged the insurance company 5s a week for the use of part of his house as an office. A fascination for money was his singular characteristic; he loved the chore of counting the gold and silver into little piles on his desk. It was said of him that gold was his god and that his temple was the Finsbury Park branch of the London and Provincial Bank.


An unhealthy love of money for its own sake not unnaturally inspired greed and meanness. He charged his teenage sons for their board and lodgings and he decided to put the spare accommodation at his house to good use by advertising for a lodger. The successful applicant was Eliza Mary Barrow, a forty-nine-year-old spinster, who took the upper rooms for 12s 6d a week. Seddon’s tenant was a somewhat eccentric person who moved in with a retinue of three retainers to look after her needs. With his talent for meanness, Seddon immediately recognised a similar trait in Eliza Barrow. She too liked the miser’s feel of money and kept considerable sums of gold in a box in her room. He also discovered that she had interests in property and owned large investments.


Two of Miss Barrow’s companions left after an argument with Seddon and only Ernie Grant, a ten-year-old orphan, remained to do her bidding. Seddon now stepped into a protective role, offering the services of his sixteen-year-old daughter at a shilling a day to look after her. He also offered to put her cashbox in his basement safe in order to provide better security for her savings which he soon ascertained amounted to £400 in gold and bank notes.


By an insidious process of persistent questioning and probing, Seddon obtained a complete evaluation of Miss Barrow’s income from property and investments. Little by little, he persuaded her, over a period of fourteen months, to transfer all her assets to his management. The arrangement was that in return for assuming the burden and responsibility of maintaining her affairs, he would grant her a life annuity of £52. All was harmony it seemed and in the summer of 1911, the Seddons took Eliza Barrow with them on holiday to Southend.


On their return to Tollington Park, life returned to normal except that in an exceptionally hot summer the Seddon household was troubled with flies. Mrs Seddon bought a supply of arsenical fly-papers from the nearby chemist shop at the bargain price of four for three pence. At the time, Miss Barrow was suffering a bilious attack and she was bothered by flies in her bedroom. Mrs Seddon very kindly put the fly-papers in saucers and added some water in the prescribed manner. She placed two on the mantelshelf and two on the chest of drawers.


Miss Barrow’s bilious attack was of long duration and by 5 September necessitated daily visits by the doctor, who was concerned at the weakness caused in his patient by continuous sickness and diarrhoea. By 12 September there was further deterioration and the doctor became anxious, indicating that he thought Miss Barrow was in some danger. Mrs Seddon stayed the night with her and fell asleep in the chair. When she awoke, she found Miss Barrow lying stiff in bed – she had died in the early hours of the morning. The doctor was informed and he issued a death certificate without seeing the body. Cause of death was given as ‘epidemic diarrhoea’.


Frederick Seddon’s first action was to search for the keys to the trunk which contained all the dead woman’s worldly goods – at least those which he had not already wheedled out of her. With his eagle eye for hidden treasure, he next searched the room and turned up a few sovereigns here and a few coppers there. His second action was to visit the undertaker and beat him down on price to £3 7s 6d for what the funeral parlour described as a ‘nice turnout’. True to form, Seddon took 12s 6d as his commission on the deal. Eliza Barrow went to her grave with few mourners. Ironically, she was buried at Islington Borough Cemetery at Finchley where, less than twelve months previously, Cora Crippen’s remains had been laid to rest. It proved to be no last resting place for Eliza Barrow, for within a few weeks her body was exhumed for examination by Doctors Spilsbury and Willcox.


Suspicion was first aroused by the dead woman’s cousin, Frank Vonderhahe, who called at the Seddons’ home. After a somewhat strained interview in which Seddon refused to impart any information regarding the late Eliza Barrow’s financial affairs or to produce her will, Vonderhahe voiced certain nagging doubts to the authorities. The Director of Public Prosecutions decided that further investigation was required and granted an exhumation order. Miss Barrow’s body was disinterred on 15 November and Spilsbury carried out a post-mortem examination. His record card noted that the internal organs were ‘extremely well-preserved’ and that ‘no disease was apparent’. The remarkable state of preservation after nine weeks of burial was characteristic of arsenical poisoning.


Establishing the exact cause of death fell to Willcox, aided by John Webster, the Home Office analyst. Mindful of the furore created by Taylor in 1859, the analysts had been working on a modified method of analysing for arsenic which was both quick and accurate. Their qualitative test, used for the first time in the Seddon case, became the standard procedure and was used as such for nearly thirty years. The amount of arsenic found in the organs of Miss Barrow’s body was estimated at 131.57 milligrams (2.01 grains) and the total content in the body would have amounted to considerably more. The presence of arsenic in the hair and fingernails indicated that the poison had been ingested during a period of about two weeks prior to death. In light of this information, the coroner’s inquest reached a verdict of ‘death due to arsenical poisoning administered by some person or persons unknown’. A warrant was issued for the arrest of Frederick Seddon and he was apprehended in the street near his home on 4 December.


Frederick and Margaret Seddon were tried at the Old Bailey in March 1912, the proceedings being noted for the presence of a number of illustrious legal figures. In keeping with tradition in cases of poisoning, the prosecution was led by the Attorney-General, Sir Rufus Isaacs, a future Lord Chief Justice of England. He was assisted by two other counsel who would reach great distinction, Richard Muir and Travers Humphreys. The defence was headed by Edward Marshall Hall and Mr Justice Bucknill presided over what, for the time, was a long trial lasting ten days. The trial was unusual too in that both defendants, man and wife, faced a capital charge involving one set of evidence, most of which was circumstantial.


Spilsbury, elegant in both dress and manner, was first into the witness box for the Crown. Under examination by the Attorney-General he related his chief post-mortem finding which was the remarkable state of preservation of the body. He described the condition as ‘very abnormal’ and added, ‘I was not able to account for it at the time the post-mortem examination was made, but since the analysis which has been made by Dr Willcox I think the preservation was due to the presence of arsenic in the body.’


Apart from some reddening of the intestines, he had found no sign whatever of any disease. He agreed that death might have resulted from syncope or heart failure. The inflammation of the intestine, considered in the absence of disease in any other organ, would, he agreed, be equally indicative of death due to epidemic diarrhoea. But, there was the evidence of the unusual preservation of the body to be taken into account. All things considered, he believed the post-mortem evidence was more consistent with acute arsenical poisoning than with any other cause of death that had been suggested.


Seeking an alternative explanation for the state of preservation, defence counsel brought up the time-honoured phenomenon of the arsenic-eating peasants of the Styria region in Hungary. The Styrian habit of regularly eating arsenic and thereby acquiring immunity to its toxic effects was invariably raised at trials for poisoning by arsenic. It was introduced at Seddon’s trial by the defence in an attempt to show that Eliza Barrow died not from acute poisoning as argued by Spilsbury but from chronic poisoning. The implication was that Miss Barrow had been ingesting arsenic over a long period perhaps to improve her complexion by acquiring a pink glow to her skin in the manner suggested by Florence Maybrick to be the fashion in the 1880s. Consequently, it was suggested that, while she had arsenic in her body, and her corpse was well-preserved, she did not die of arsenical poisoning.


Spilsbury said that the body showed no features indicating that arsenic had been given over a prolonged period. He agreed with Willcox that about 5 grains had been ingested within three days of death and that a similar amount had probably preceded it. Attempts by the defence to move Spilsbury away from the acute poisoning explanation of Miss Barrow’s death failed completely. When Willcox went into the witness box, Marshall Hall asked him, ‘… taking the result of your various analyses, tests and examinations, what do you say was the cause of Miss Barrow’s death?’ Back came the unequivocal reply, ‘Acute arsenical poisoning.’


As part of his preparation for the case, Willcox carried out various tests with Mather’s fly-papers of the type found in the Seddons’ house. Each paper contained between 3.8 and 6.0 grains of arsenic – well in excess of the fatal dose of 2.0 grains. The arsenic could be leached out of the papers by pouring boiling water over them and leaving them to soak overnight. It was known that Miss Barrow had frequently drunk brandy as a medicinal aid during her illness. The spirit would have been an ideal medium in which to dispense a dose of tasteless and odourless solution of arsenic.


Marshall Hall rightly pointed out that there was not a shred of evidence that either of the Seddons had ever boiled a fly-paper. But the overall power of the circumstantial evidence was heightened by Frederick Seddon’s portrayal of greed and, hence, of motive, when he answered the Attorney-General’s questions. In his final speech for the Crown, Sir Rufus Isaacs appealed to the court’s idealism by referring not only to the content but also the tone of the testimony given by Spilsbury and Willcox. There was something about the way Spilsbury projected himself which inspired admiring references to his honesty. If he was embarrassed by such comment he did not show it sufficiently to prevent its repetition throughout his career.


As the Seddon trial drew to a close, Sir Rufus Isaacs said, ‘I would like in passing to say this, that in the course of a very long experience at the Bar I never remember hearing witnesses give evidence as Dr Willcox and Dr Spilsbury did, with more impartiality and more honesty in every word they uttered.’ This fulsome praise from the man who in less than a year would be appointed Lord Chief Justice of England, represented not only a great compliment to the two men concerned but it also marked a renaissance of forensic medicine.


In his closing speech, Sir Edward Marshall Hall argued for a reconstruction of events at 63 Tollington Park that allowed the possibility of Miss Barrow accidentally administering the fatal arsenic to herself. Counsel constructed an ingenious if unconvincing account of the way in which this might have occurred. But it was all too late. Seddon had already left an indelible impression on the jury and junior counsel, Gervais Rentoul, commented that when he went into the witness box ‘one felt that the shadow of the gallows had crept appreciably nearer’. The jury found Frederick Seddon guilty and his wife, Margaret, not guilty. The final drama came when Seddon was asked the traditional question, ‘Have you anything to say for yourself why the court should not give you the judgement of death according to law?’


‘I have, sir,’ came the answer, and Seddon treated the court to an extraordinary address in which he reviewed and repudiated the evidence brought against him.


In a poignant conclusion to a remarkable trial, Seddon, a Freemason, declared his innocence before the Great Architect of the Universe. This so moved Mr Justice Bucknill, himself a member of the Brotherhood, that he had difficulty controlling his emotions. With tears wetting his face, he pronounced sentence of death and advised Seddon to try to make peace with his Maker. ‘I am at peace,’ retorted the condemned man, as the judge fumbled his way through to the end of the prescribed litany.


Marshall Hall described Frederick Seddon as ‘The ablest man I ever defended on a capital charge’. Spilsbury, in his copy of The Trial of the Seddons in the Notable British Trials series, marked passages in the text of Marshall Hall’s speeches which criticised the prosecution’s evidence, especially its circumstantial nature.
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After the consecutive sensations of the Crippen and Seddon trials, Spilsbury was able to settle down to a quieter routine, although his workload had increased as rapidly as his fame. While he started to consolidate his already successful career, another man destined for greatness in the world of forensic medicine had just qualified at Edinburgh. Sydney Smith, an eventual Professor of Forensic Medicine at Edinburgh University, but in 1912 a newly qualified doctor unsure of his future, followed the forensic trail more by accident than career choice. Like Spilsbury, he was talent-spotted by one of the great pioneers, Professor Harvey Littlejohn, then Dean of the Faculty of Medicine at Edinburgh.


In the course of their separate and distinguished careers, Spilsbury and Smith would confront each other as opposing experts in a criminal trial, but that was still a long way off. Edith Spilsbury was expecting their second child and her husband had aspirations of creating his own laboratory. With these factors in mind, the Spilsburys moved in 1912 to a larger house. They took up residence in a large semi-detached house in St John’s Wood.


It proved to be a worrying time, for Edith required an emergency operation for appendicitis a few weeks before her baby was due. The surgery was successful, as was the childbirth, but her infant son, Alan, was a child of delicate health. When family life returned to normal, Spilsbury was able to devote some of his time to his pet project in one of the spare bedrooms of his new home. There he began to establish a laboratory so that he could continue working in his own time while keeping close to his family.


Of course, a forensic pathologist’s career is not composed entirely of sensational murder cases which create large newspaper headlines and end with a criminal trial. There were in Spilsbury’s time, as there are now, numerous deaths occasioned by accident, suicide or murder for which there is no immediately apparent explanation. It is the job of the forensic pathologist, acting as a kind of medical detective, to find an adequate cause of death. In performing this role, he satisfies not only the sophisticated medico-legal code established by civilised societies but also the instinctive need which the human race recognises for every death of one of its members to be properly explained.


In the course of his career and chiefly through the medium of the post-mortem examination, Spilsbury became acquainted with death in a myriad of forms. They varied from the bizarre to the simply tragic and, with each, came an explanation to satisfy the law and a contribution to his knowledge and experience. Spilsbury kept detailed notes of his work and also maintained a separate filing card system on which he recorded individual cases. His intention was, ultimately, to distil the carefully recorded information of a professional career into a text-book. Sadly, he never achieved this, so that the world was deprived of the insight which the man’s own words on the printed page would have conveyed.


The vagaries of crime and the complexities of the human body combined to provide Spilsbury with fascinating fields of enquiry. In January 1914, he examined the body of five-year-old Willie Starchfield who had been found murdered in a railway carriage at Broad Farm. The contents of the boy’s stomach provided useful evidence in this case by corroborating a witness’s sighting of him eating a piece of cake on the day he was murdered. Analysis of stomach contents and an evaluation of the rate of digestion are used in modern forensic investigation to help determine the time of death.


Spilsbury was also interested in contre coup injuries and their possible relevance to brain tumours. Contre coup damage to the brain occurs on the side opposite to the point of a violent impact when the brain bounces against the inside of the skull. He believed that non-fatal injuries of this kind might subsequently trigger the growth of a tumour. When he had the opportunity, he took brain sections at his autopsies which were destined for microscopic examination in his laboratory.


When the Great War erupted, Spilsbury’s offer to serve was turned down by the War Office. While his friend, William Willcox, disintinguished himself in the Royal Army Medical Corps, reorganising the Indian Medical Service in Mesopotamia, Spilsbury remained at the home front. He was by this time an essential part of the medico-legal establishment and it was felt that his work was indispensable. The penalty for those professional men and women not called for military service was to take on a greater burden to compensate for those who were absent. Not that Spilsbury escaped the war entirely, for some of those killed in Germany’s Zeppelin raids on London in 1915 featured in his case records.
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While his fellow countrymen were fighting and dying in the trenches in France, one George Joseph Smith was busy with those pursuits which would earn him the name of ‘The Brides in the Bath Murderer’. Smith, who shared something of Seddon’s love of money and also a streak of meanness, began his bigamous depradations in 1910. By January 1915, he had married three times and lost each bride through a tragic bathroom drowning. On each occasion, Smith’s grief was partially ameliorated by the acquisition of his late bride’s worldly wealth.


On Sunday, 3 January 1915, the News of the World published a story with the headline, ‘FOUND DEAD IN BATH’, which was an account of a young woman’s accidental death by drowning. Among the millions who read the newspaper report was Charles Burnham who lived at Aston Clinton in Buckinghamshire and Joseph Crossley, whose mother let rooms in Blackpool.


Both men reacted sharply and reached for pen and paper to write to the authorities advising them of certain facts. Burnham’s daughter, Alice, had drowned in the bath at Mrs Crossley’s boarding house in Blackpool in December 1913. Her husband, George Joseph Smith, was mentioned in the newspaper report as being married to Margaret Lofty who met a ‘tragic fate on the day after her wedding’. The local police forces, alerted by Burnham and Crossley, conferred with Scotland Yard, and Detective Inspector Arthur Fowler Neil was assigned to the investigation. Nationwide enquiries were made which resulted in suspicion being levelled at Smith in respect of three accidental drownings; Bessie Mundy at Herne Bay in July 1910, Alice Burnham at Blackpool in November 1913 and Margaret Lofty in London in December 1914.


Smith was arrested on 4 February 1915, on the same day that Spilsbury attended the cemetery at Finchley to oversee the exhumation of Margaret Lofty’s body. Finchley Cemetery was beginning to feature regularly in his records – the remains of both Crippen’s and Seddon’s victims reposed there. Within the next fortnight he carried out similar missions at Blackpool and Herne Bay. On 23 March, Smith was charged with committing three murders, already dubbed by the press as ‘The Brides in the Bath’ case. Despite the war news from France, the newspapers found ample space to devote to the activities of Mr Smith. Come the trial, he was required to answer one murder charge only, that relating to Bessie Mundy at Herne Bay.


Smith met Beatrice Constance Annie Mundy, the thirty-three-year-old daughter of a bank manager, in Bristol. At the time, he presented himself as a picture restorer and immediately won over the rather shy Miss Mundy. In fact, Smith had only recently left his wife, Edith, at Southend where they had bought a house. When he met Bessie Mundy, he was searching out possible new sources of funding and who better than the daughter of a recently deceased bank manager who received £8 a month from a trust fund? On 26 October 1910, the couple were married at Weymouth Registry Office. Within a few weeks, having gained access to Bessie’s money, Smith took his leave. He wrote her a cruel letter accusing her of blighting his future by giving him a disease which he called ‘the bad disorder’.


Eighteen months later and quite by chance, Smith encountered Bessie on the seafront at Weston-super-Mare. Overcome with joy, she took him back to the boarding house where she was staying and announced that she had found her husband. Despite the cruel accusations made in his letters, reconciliation followed and the couple left Weston-super-Mare living as itinerants for three months before settling at Herne Bay in Kent. They rented a small house in the High Street and Smith put up a brass plate announcing that ‘H.W. Williams, Art Dealer’, was in business in the town.


Smith’s movements were carefully planned. On 8 July 1912, he visited a solicitor and had wills drawn up for Mr and Mrs H. Williams. The effect of this was that in the event of the death of one of the parties, the other would inherit the assets of the deceased. This seemed a sensible arrangement except for the fact that, while Smith possessed little of value, Bessie was worth £2,500. The day after the wills were drawn up, Smith went on a shopping expedition – his object was to purchase a bath. This appeared to be another sensible move, for their accommodation lacked the amenity of a bathroom and Bessie had expressed the wish that they should buy one. Smith and Bessie found an ironmonger offering for sale a second-hand bath priced at £2. Bessie liked it and persuaded the shopkeeper to let it go for £1 17s 6d, doubtless much to the amusement and delight of her husband. The bath was delivered and installed on the same day.


On 10 July, ‘Mr and Mrs Williams’ asked for an appointment with one of the town’s medical practitioners. Dr Frank French was told that Bessie had suffered a fit the previous day during which she lost consciousness. The doctor examined her but found nothing obviously wrong. He prescribed a mild sedative. Two days later, ‘Williams’ requested Dr French to visit his wife at home where she was in bed following another attack. Again the doctor’s examination produced no startling results and he promised to call again later in the day. When he paid his second visit, he received no reply and was about to leave when ‘Mr and Mrs Williams’ appeared in the street. As Dr French reported later, ‘Mrs Williams seemed to be in perfect health,’ but the following morning he was sent a note by ‘Williams’ which read, ‘Can you come at once? I am afraid my wife is dead.’


When he called at the house, Dr French was ushered into one of the upstairs rooms by ‘Williams’. In the centre of the room stood a bath, three parts full of water in which Bessie lay, face upwards; there was no discernible pulse. With assistance from ‘Williams’ the doctor lifted the woman out of the bath and onto the floor where he attempted artificial respiration. His efforts at revival failed and he pronounced Bessie dead. The only witness at the coroner’s inquest was ‘Williams’, who sobbed throughout the proceedings, and Dr French. The coroner remarked that he could see no evidence on which to censure ‘Williams’ and a verdict was returned of death by misadventure. The conclusion was that Bessie had suffered an epileptic seizure while taking a bath and as a result she fell back into the water and drowned. Her grieving husband made the necessary funeral arrangements and, before taking his leave of Herne Bay, persuaded the ironmonger who had sold him the bath to take it back. The shopkeeper obligingly met this request not least because he had received no payment in the first place. Probate was granted on the late ‘Mrs Williams’s’ will in September 1912 and Smith, richer by £2,500, re-joined his real wife. He explained that he had been on a visit to Canada where he had made money dealing in porcelain.


Thanks to two astute newspaper readers, Smith’s game plan was rumbled but not before he had drowned two more brides in their baths. When he exhumed Bessie Mundy’s body on 19 February 1915, Bernard Spilsbury reported, ‘I am of the opinion that we have not, so far, discovered the full list of this man’s crimes.’ When Smith was eventually arraigned before the magistrates at Bow Street, he was committed on three charges of murder and, in due course, was tried in respect of the death of Bessie Mundy.


While the newspapers were filled with news of the Dardanelles campaign, Smith had helped to ensure continued public interest by his outburst at Bow Street when he accused the Crown counsel, Archibald Bodkin, of being a criminal and a ‘manufacturer of criminals’. The public sensed that the trial of this man would be no ordinary affair and they were right, for the murder trial of George Joseph Smith proved to be the longest in England since that of the notorious poisoner, William Palmer, in 1856.


Smith was defended at the Old Bailey by Edward Marshall Hall and the prosecution was in the hands of Archibald Bodkin whose expert witnesses were Doctors Spilsbury and Willcox. All four men were rising to the peak of their powers and stood on the edge of great achievements. For Willcox, shortly to be posted on military duties in the Dardanelles, this was his last important trial as Home Office pathologist. He had been called by the Home Secretary to see whether drugs had played any part in what otherwise appeared to be three cases of drowning. His analyses uncovered no traces of drugs or poison in the exhumed bodies and the way was thus opened up for Spilsbury to appear on centre stage as the Crown’s principal expert witness.


Marshall Hall failed in his attempt to have the evidence of the other deaths ruled inadmissible when Smith was only charged with a single murder. Archibald Bodkin, in a brilliant piece of advocacy, laid out the case against Smith and by carefully listing the points of similarity between the three drownings, demonstrated that more than simple coincidence had been at work. Spilsbury’s entrance was preceded by the appearance in the courtroom of two baths as exhibits. Not surprisingly, this event created a stir when the instruments of death were placed close to the solicitors’ table.


Bodkin questioned Spilsbury and took him through his post-mortem findings on the three exhumed bodies. He had found no trace of disease in Bessie Mundy nor in Margaret Lofty; in the case of Alice Burnham, there was a slight thickening of one of the heart valves, although not serious enough to endanger her life. Turning to the two baths in whose shallow depths Bessie and Alice had died, Spilsbury proceeded in his precise and confident style to explain.


Firstly, he disposed of the epilepsy theory of Bessie Mundy’s demise. ‘In view of her height, five feet seven inches, and the length of the bath, five feet, I do not think her head would be submerged,’ he said of the early stage of an epileptic fit when the body tends to become rigid. ‘The head end of this bath is sloping,’ he continued, ‘and if her feet were against the narrow end when the body was rigid, it would tend to thrust the head up and out of the bath.’ In the second stage of a fit, when the body contracts, Spilsbury thought that the lower part of the trunk would be resting on the bottom of the bath and therefore it was unlikely that the body would move down to the foot end of the bath sufficiently to submerge the head. After the seizure had run its course, the body would be limp and unconscious. ‘I do not think,’ he said, ‘that she would be likely to be immersed during the stage of relaxation, because the sloping part at the head and bottom of the bath would support the upper part of the trunk and head.’


Referring to Dr French’s report of finding the dead woman in the bath with her legs stretched out straight and the feet out of the water, Spilsbury said, ‘I cannot give any explanation of how a woman – assuming she has had an epileptic seizure – could get into that position by herself.’ He added, ‘If the feet at the narrow end were lifted out of the water that might allow the trunk and head to slide down the bath.’


Spilsbury had considered all the possible scenarios for accidental drowning in the bath. Indeed these had all been discussed with Willcox beforehand and the two men were in complete agreement. The consequences of a person sitting in a bath and fainting would result in the body becoming limp and falling backwards. He believed that if water was thereby taken in through the mouth or nose, the effect would be to stimulate a return to consciousness. He admitted that a person kneeling or standing while taking a bath might pitch forward and, in consequence, be drowned. But as he pointed out, ‘the body would be lying face downwards in the water.’ In short, having taken accurate measurements of the three baths and considered the height of the three victims of drowning, the irrevocable conclusion was that their deaths were assisted by human intervention. The small size of the baths effectively ruled out the possibility of accidental drowning.


Following one of their pre-trial meetings, Spilsbury and Willcox considered the likely course of events on the brides’ fateful bath nights. Willcox’s notes summarised their views:


Q. Was drowning accidental? e.g. fit or syncope, followed by asphyxia?


A. From evidence we think ‘No’.


Q. Was death suicide?


A. No evidence of suicidal tendencies in these cases, nor of mental instability.


Q. Was death homicidal?


A. We think, ‘Right hand on head of woman, left forearm of assailant beneath both knees, left forearm of assailant suddenly raised while right hand is pressed down on head of woman. Then the trunk of body slides down towards the foot end of the bath, the head being submerged in water.’


During a break in court proceedings, Inspector Neil carried out an experiment in the presence of the jury to demonstrate the theory with the cooperation of a nurse dressed in a bathing costume. He applied the method postulated by Spilsbury and Willcox with startling results, for the volunteer had to be revived by means of artifical respiration. Spilsbury’s biographers recorded his disapproval of the experiment, but if there were any lingering doubts as to the method most likely to have been employed by Smith to despatch his brides, this demonstration must have dispelled them.


As he had done at Bow Street Magistrates’ Court, Smith made several interventions. When his defence advisers attempted to calm him, he turned on them too, but he saved most of his heckling for Mr Justice Scrutton’s summing-up. ‘You may as well hang me at once, the way you’re going on,’ he shouted. ‘It’s a disgrace to a Christian country, this is. I am not a murderer, though I may be a bit peculiar.’ The summing-up consumed nearly a whole day in court and the judge gave instructions that the infamous baths should be placed in a basement room of the court building so that the jury could take another look at them. The jury was out for a mere twenty minutes before returning to announce a guilty verdict.


Smith’s appeal was turned down and he was executed at Maidstone on 13 August 1915. Stuart Wood, in his memoirs Shades of the Prison House, gave an account of Smith’s passage to the gallows. Wood was an inmate at Maidstone at the time and pressed his ear to his cell door as Smith was taken to the execution shed. He heard the sound of laboured breathing, of men supporting a heavy burden, and concluded that Smith was in a state of collapse.


Marshall Hall had been uncharacteristically subdued during the trial. He was up against a masterly presentation of evidence by Bodkin and, having failed to shift Spilsbury on any point of his testimony, must have known he faced a lost cause. His final speech was impressive, though, and he made much of the lack of marks of violence on the victims, arguing that their absence showed lack of proof against the accused man. But in all truth, Spilsbury’s careful reconstruction had shown how easy it was for an unsuspecting victim in a bath tub to be placed at a helpless disadvantage by a scheming murderer. Once the legs had been pulled up and the head drawn down beneath the water there was little the victim could do but thresh about until asphyxiation ensued. With an operator of the calibre of Smith, the only indications of a struggle were likely to be water splashes on the floor.


After the trial of George Joseph Smith, Willcox went off to Mesopotamia and Spilsbury remained at home discharging an ever-growing number of cases. His family moved to Malvern at the time of the Zeppelin raids on London which allowed him to work a fierce regime, often including Sundays. With laboratory facilities at Marlborough Hill, he was able to work on post-mortem specimens at home and he burned the midnight oil more than was wise. His relaxation came through walking and the occasional game of tennis. It was not a healthy lifestyle and in 1917 he contracted an infection in his left arm after carrying out a post-mortem on a badly decomposed corpse. He was ordered to rest but like many medical men, he found it difficult to obey doctor’s orders. By now, his family had grown and Edith had three children under the age of seven to look after.


There was no let-up in Spilsbury’s workload during the war years and the pathologist had the unusual experience in the Voisin case of giving evidence to a jury using mime. Louis Voisin, a French butcher living in London, murdered his mistress, Emilienne Gerard, and, having dismembered her body, distributed the parcelled-up pieces around Bloomsbury. Voisin and another lady friend, Berthe Roche, were charged with murder and tried at the Old Bailey in 1918. He was convicted and sentenced to death and she was remanded to be charged as an accessory after the fact.
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