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​The Witch of Vladimirovac: Baba Anujka and Fifty Years of Murder

Between approximately 1879 and 1928, Ana di Pištonja—known as Baba Anujka, the Witch of Vladimirovac—operated the most extensive murder-for-hire operation in Balkan history. From her modest home in rural Serbia, this illiterate elderly woman supplied arsenic disguised as "magic water" to desperate women seeking to kill abusive husbands, facilitating an estimated 60-100 murders over half a century.

Ana's operation thrived in the gap between traditional folk culture and emerging forensic science, exploiting systemic weaknesses in law enforcement, women's legal subordination, and normalized domestic violence. She evaded detection through operational sophistication that would be remarkable even today—oral-only communication, geographic dispersion of clients, and framing poison as magical remedy rather than chemical weapon.

Her eventual capture in 1928 at age ninety required advances in forensic toxicology, coordinated investigation across jurisdictions, and the testimony of her former sales agent. The sensational trial exposed not just one criminal but systematic social failures—patriarchal violence, institutional inadequacy, and the desperate circumstances that drove dozens of women to murder.

This is the story of how one woman built a criminal empire that lasted longer than most legitimate businesses, how forensic science finally caught her, and why her legend persists in Serbian culture nearly a century after her death.
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​PART I: THE MAKING OF A POISONER (1836-1878)


​Chapter 1: Daughter of the Banat
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​The Contested Borderland

The child who would become known as Baba Anujka—the Witch of Vladimirovac, the most prolific poisoner in Serbian criminal history—was born into a world of perpetual transformation. The year was 1838, though she would later insist it was 1836, a small vanity that would allow her to claim an even more remarkable longevity. She entered the world as Ana Drakšin, in the village of Malovăț, nestled in the eastern reaches of what is today Romania, but was then a frontier settlement where the Austrian Empire's influence rippled outward into the uncertain territories of the Balkans.

To understand Ana Drakšin is first to understand the Banat—a name that evokes both a geographical region and a state of mind. Derived from the medieval title "ban," denoting a provincial governor, the Banat comprised a vast lowland plain stretching between the Danube, Tisza, and Mureș rivers. It was, and remains, one of Europe's great crossroads: a flat, fertile expanse where the Pannonian Basin meets the gateway to the Balkans, where Central Europe dissolves into Southeastern Europe, where empires have always collided and mingled and transformed one another.

In the 1830s, when Ana drew her first breaths, the Banat existed as a peculiar administrative experiment within the Habsburg domains. The region had been wrested from Ottoman control in the early 18th century, and the Austrian Empire, ever pragmatic in its sprawling heterogeneity, had converted much of it into a Military Frontier—the Militärgrenze. This was no ordinary province. It was a buffer zone, a fortified borderland where military necessity trumped civilian administration, where entire communities lived under martial law, and where settlers from across the empire—Germans, Serbs, Romanians, Hungarians, Croats, Czechs, Slovaks—were deliberately intermixed to create a human bulwark against Ottoman incursion.

The landscape itself seemed designed for both productivity and paranoia. Vast fields of wheat and maize stretched toward horizons that offered no natural fortifications. Rivers meandered through alluvial plains, their courses shifting with seasonal floods. Villages appeared as islands of human order amid agricultural plenty, their wooden houses with steep-pitched roofs clustered around Orthodox churches, Catholic chapels, and occasionally both. Between settlements, the roads were often little more than rutted tracks that became impassable seas of mud during the spring thaw and autumn rains.

This was the world into which Ana Drakšin was born: a world without fixed certainties, where identities were fluid and opportunities existed for those clever and ruthless enough to seize them.

​A Cattleman's Daughter

Ana's father was a wealthy cattleman—a significant distinction in a region where cattle were not merely livestock but liquid capital. The Banat's extensive pastures and proximity to both the Danube and overland trade routes made it ideal for raising beef cattle destined for the markets of Vienna, Budapest, and the burgeoning cities of the Austrian Empire. A successful cattle trader was a man of substance, someone who commanded resources, employed numerous hands, and moved between the peasant world of rural production and the merchant world of urban commerce.

The specific mechanics of her father's enterprise would have been impressive. He likely controlled extensive grazing lands, perhaps through lease agreements with the imperial administration or outright ownership secured through decades of shrewd accumulation. His herds would have numbered in the hundreds, possibly thousands—great rivers of animals that moved with the seasons between summer pastures and winter feeding grounds. The logistics were complex: drovers to manage the animals, agents to negotiate prices in distant markets, guards to protect against rustlers and wolves, knowledge of veterinary practice to minimize losses to disease.

This was no gentleman farmer dabbling in agriculture. This was an entrepreneur operating at scale in a pre-industrial economy, someone whose success demanded literacy, numeracy, geographic knowledge, and the ability to navigate the empire's bureaucratic apparatus. Ana's father was, by necessity, a man of the world—or at least, of the Habsburg world—and he would ensure his daughter was equipped to understand that world in all its complexity.

For Ana, childhood in her father's household meant privilege of a sort rare for girls in the 1840s Banat. While peasant daughters learned to spin flax, tend chickens, and marry young, Ana inhabited a different sphere. Her family's home would have been substantial: perhaps not quite a manor house, but certainly more than a peasant cottage. Wooden or stone construction, multiple rooms, glass windows, furniture beyond the purely functional. Books—a luxury in rural areas where even basic literacy was uncommon. Visitors from other towns, bringing news and gossip from across the region. Servants to handle the household's drudgery, freeing Ana from the unending domestic labor that consumed most women's lives.

​The Multilingual Crucible

But the Drakšin family's most important gift to Ana was something less tangible than wealth: they raised her in the Banat's signature crucible of languages and peoples.

The Banat in the mid-19th century was perhaps the Habsburg Empire's most successful experiment in enforced multiculturalism. In the villages surrounding Malovăț, one might hear Romanian spoken in the morning market, German among the administrative officials, Serbian in the Orthodox church, Hungarian among the lesser nobility, and various Slavic dialects—Czech, Slovak, Croatian—among the settlers who had been transplanted to the frontier in previous generations. This was not the romantic multilingualism of cosmopolitan salons, but the practical multilingualism of survival: if you wanted to trade, to petition the authorities, to worship, to gossip, to do business, you needed to code-switch constantly.

Ana absorbed this linguistic virtuosity almost unconsciously. She would eventually speak five languages—a claim that appears in multiple accounts of her life and trial. While the specific languages are not definitively recorded, we can reasonably assume they included Romanian (her native tongue from Malovăț), Serbian (the language of Vladimirovac, where she would spend her adult life), German (the language of imperial administration and education), Hungarian (the language of regional power as the empire evolved into Austria-Hungary), and possibly a fifth—Italian, French, or another Slavic variant.

This linguistic facility was more than mere communication skill. Each language carried its own conceptual framework, its own way of categorizing reality. Romanian, with its Latin roots, connected Ana to the Romance world of medicine and scholarship, where toxic herbs had been catalogued since Pliny. Serbian opened the Orthodox Christian cosmology with its rich tradition of folk healing and superstition. German provided access to the empire's bureaucratic rationality and, crucially, to its scientific literature. To move between languages was to move between worldviews, to understand that truth itself could be multiple and contingent—a dangerous knowledge for someone who would eventually need to present different faces to different audiences.

The multilingualism of the Banat was also its strategic weakness from the imperial perspective. A population that shared no common language would have difficulty organizing collective resistance. But that same fragmentation created gaps—spaces where oversight weakened, where someone moving between communities could operate undetected, where the left hand of imperial administration literally could not understand what the right hand was doing. Young Ana was learning to navigate these gaps before she could articulate what she was learning.

​The Migration to Vladimirovac

Around 1849, when Ana was approximately eleven years old, the Drakšin family made a consequential decision: they relocated from Malovăț across the border into the village of Vladimirovac, situated firmly within the Banat Military Frontier of the Austrian Empire.

The timing is suggestive. The year 1848 had convulsed Europe with revolutionary fervor—the "Springtime of Nations"—and the Habsburg Empire had been shaken to its foundations. In Hungary, nationalists had declared independence. In Vienna, Emperor Ferdinand had abdicated in favor of the young Franz Joseph. In the Banat itself, competing national movements—Serbian, Romanian, Hungarian—had clashed violently, and the region had been a patchwork of shifting allegiances and military campaigns.

By 1849, the revolutionary moment had passed, crushed by Habsburg military might aided, ironically, by Russian intervention. The empire was reasserting control, restructuring its administrative boundaries, and the Banat's status as a military frontier was being reinforced. Perhaps Ana's father saw opportunity in this reorganization—new land to acquire, disrupted markets to exploit, imperial authorities grateful enough to reward those who had remained loyal or at least neutral during the upheavals.

Vladimirovac itself was a characteristic frontier settlement. Founded in the 18th century as part of the Habsburg colonization program, it sat in the flat agricultural heartland of the Banat, a village of perhaps a few hundred souls engaged primarily in grain cultivation and animal husbandry. The population was predominantly Serbian Orthodox, though with significant Romanian and German minorities—the standard Habsburg mix. The architecture would have been functional rather than beautiful: single-story houses with thatched or tiled roofs, wide unpaved streets that became rivers of mud in bad weather, a modest church as the community's spiritual and social center.

For Ana, the move from Malovăț to Vladimirovac represented both continuity and change. The landscape was similar—the same flat plains, the same agricultural rhythms. But Vladimirovac was more firmly embedded in the Habsburg military apparatus. Officers passed through. Regulations were posted and, sometimes, enforced. The empire's bureaucratic tentacles reached deeper into daily life. And crucially, Vladimirovac was better connected: closer to Pančevo, the regional center where Ana's exceptional education would soon begin.

​An Exceptional Education

If Ana's father was merely wealthy, she might have learned domestic skills from her mother and married young, her intellect never developed beyond household management. But Ana's father understood something that most of his contemporaries did not: that education—real education, not just basic literacy—was becoming a form of capital as valuable as land or cattle.

Around 1849 or 1850, Ana was enrolled in a private school in Pančevo, some forty kilometers northwest of Vladimirovac. Pančevo was a genuine town—a center of administration, commerce, and culture in the Banat. It boasted a substantial Serbian population, a German merchant community, Habsburg administrative offices, and importantly, educational institutions that served the region's elite.

Private education in mid-19th century Banat was expensive and exclusive. While the Habsburg Empire was slowly developing a public education system, quality schooling—particularly for girls—remained largely the province of those who could pay. Ana attended school alongside other children from affluent families: the sons and daughters of military officers, merchants, prosperous farmers, and minor officials. This was not a village school where a single teacher drilled basic literacy into farm children who would be pulled from class during harvest season. This was an institution designed to produce educated, cultured individuals who could navigate the empire's social hierarchies.

What exactly did Ana learn? The curriculum at a private school in 1850s Pančevo would have been ambitious by contemporary standards. Reading and writing in multiple languages—certainly German and Serbian, possibly Romanian, Hungarian, and French or Latin. Arithmetic and basic mathematics. Geography—essential for understanding the empire's vast territories. History—Habsburg dynastic history, certainly, but also classical history, the foundations of European civilization. Religion—though whether Catholic, Orthodox, or a carefully neutral version designed not to offend either would depend on the school's sponsorship.

But the document recording Ana's later life notes something more specific: she gained "access to specialized knowledge" and studied "medicine and chemistry." This is the detail that transforms Ana's education from merely exceptional to genuinely remarkable and, ultimately, sinister.

Medicine and chemistry in the 1850s were undergoing revolutionary transformation. Traditional herbalism—the folk knowledge of healing plants—was being systematized into pharmacology. Alchemical mysticism was crystallizing into chemical science. The germ theory of disease was still decades away, but empirical observation was replacing humoral theory. A student with access to medical and chemical knowledge would learn about the materia medica: the catalog of substances that could heal or harm, the dosages that separated remedy from poison, the symptoms that indicated specific conditions.

Did Ana's school offer formal instruction in chemistry? Possibly, though it seems more likely that her education provided a foundation—literacy in German that allowed her to read scientific texts, mathematical skills necessary for calculating proportions and dosages, and most importantly, an intellectual framework for systematic inquiry. The practical knowledge would come later, during her years of "intense study in medicine and chemistry" following her trauma at age twenty. But the private school in Pančevo gave her the tools: the literacy, the languages, the confidence that she could master complex technical subjects through study and application.

This education was profoundly unusual for a woman of her era and class. While upper-class women in Vienna or Budapest might receive instruction in arts and languages, the idea of a cattleman's daughter on the Banat frontier studying chemistry was remarkable. It suggests a father unusually committed to his daughter's intellectual development, and a daughter with exceptional aptitude and drive.

​The Education of Women: A Paradox

Ana's education must be understood against the broader context of women's education in mid-19th century Austria-Hungary. The empire had a paradoxical relationship with educating its female subjects. On one hand, Enlightenment ideals and practical administrative needs were slowly expanding educational opportunities. Maria Theresa had introduced compulsory elementary education in the 18th century, and by the 1850s, basic literacy rates were rising, even among girls.

On the other hand, the purpose of women's education remained tightly circumscribed. Women were educated to be better mothers, more efficient household managers, more cultured companions to educated men—not to be independent intellectuals or professionals. Universities were closed to women. Professional careers in medicine, law, administration, and commerce were exclusively male domains. A highly educated woman existed in a social limbo: given tools for intellectual engagement but denied legitimate outlets for their use.

This paradox would shape Ana's life profoundly. Her education elevated her above the illiterate peasant women of Vladimirovac, giving her technical knowledge that even most educated men lacked. But that same education provided no legitimate pathway for its application. She could not become a physician—medicine was closed to women. She could not become a pharmacist or chemist—professional guilds excluded females. She could not even become a schoolteacher without significant difficulty, and such positions were poorly paid and low status.

In the frontier environment of the Banat, however, these formal barriers were slightly more permeable. Distance from imperial centers meant weaker enforcement of professional monopolies. Rural areas desperately needed healers of any description. Folk medicine—the traditional province of older women, the "wise women" or "baba" (grandmothers)—operated in an informal economy that asked only about results, not credentials.

Ana's education, therefore, positioned her perfectly to occupy a liminal space: too educated for folk superstition, but barred from legitimate scientific practice; too skilled for mere charlatanry, but operating in a cultural context that interpreted her chemical expertise through the lens of magic and witchcraft.

​The Frontier Mentality

There was one final element of Ana's upbringing that would prove crucial: she was formed by the frontier mentality of the Military Frontier itself.

The Militärgrenze was not merely an administrative designation; it was a way of life. Men were soldier-farmers, liable for military service but granted land in exchange. Communities were armed and organized along military lines. Authority was martial rather than civilian. The law was whatever the military authorities said it was, and their attention was focused outward, toward external threats, not inward toward the moral lives of frontier families.

This created an environment where self-reliance was paramount. If your neighbor wronged you, if your husband beat you, if your family fell into desperate circumstances, you could not rely on distant imperial justice to intervene. The state's presence was intermittent at best. You solved your own problems, or you endured them, or you found alternative solutions that existed outside the formal legal system.

For a young girl growing up in this environment—even a privileged young girl—the lesson was clear: the world was not inherently just, authorities were remote and indifferent, and survival required resourcefulness that might not always align with official morality. The frontier rewarded those who could navigate between the formal structures of imperial law and the informal codes of local communities. It was excellent training for someone who would eventually operate a criminal enterprise that exploited exactly those gaps between systems.

​The Daughter Becomes a Woman

By 1856, when Ana Drakšin was approaching twenty years old, she had been shaped by forces that would have been unthinkable for most young women of her era. She possessed wealth unusual for a woman who had not yet inherited. She commanded linguistic abilities that would have been remarkable in a diplomat. She had received an education that surpassed most men of her region and that gave her access to scientific knowledge generally reserved for medical professionals. And she had been formed by a frontier environment that taught pragmatism over principle, results over legitimacy, and the art of operating in the gaps between systems of power.

She was, in short, exceptionally prepared for something—though not yet for the dark enterprise that would eventually make her infamous. The transformation from privileged cattleman's daughter to the Witch of Vladimirovac still required a catalyst, a trauma that would redirect her formidable intellect and education toward the systematic destruction of human life.

That trauma was approaching. An Austrian military officer was about to enter her life, and nothing would ever be the same.

But before we can understand what Ana became, we must first appreciate what she was: a woman of remarkable capabilities, given opportunities that were rare in her time and place, educated beyond the constraints her society officially acknowledged for her sex. The Banat had produced a daughter who embodied all its contradictions—its multilingual fluidity, its frontier pragmatism, its gaps between official law and lived reality, its fusion of traditional culture and modern knowledge.

The question was not whether Ana would use her exceptional education and intellect. The question was only how, and to what end. The tragedy—for her victims, for the rule of law, for justice itself—was that the answer would be poison, delivered across decades, protected by the very frontier culture that had created her.

The daughter of the Banat was ready. The century was not.
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​Chapter 2: The Education of Ana Drakšin
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​The Road to Pančevo

The journey from Vladimirovac to Pančevo was forty kilometers—a distance that, in the 1850s Banat, represented not merely physical space but a passage between worlds. For young Ana Drakšin, aged eleven or twelve when she first traveled this route, the journey would have taken the better part of a day by horse-drawn cart or wagon, longer if the autumn rains had turned the roads to quagmires or spring floods had swollen the rivers.

The road itself traced one of the ancient corridors of the Pannonian Plain, a route that had seen Roman legions, Ottoman cavalry, Habsburg supply trains, and the endless commerce of merchants moving between the Danube and the interior markets. It passed through villages where Ana would have heard the shifting acoustic landscape of the Banat's peoples: Romanian in one settlement, Serbian in the next, perhaps German in a third. Fields of wheat and maize stretched to horizons broken only by occasional stands of trees marking water courses or manor houses of successful landowners.

But the destination made the journey worthwhile. Pančevo in the 1850s was a town of genuine significance, home to perhaps six or seven thousand inhabitants—a metropolis by Banat standards. Situated on the left bank of the Tamiš River near its confluence with the Danube, Pančevo had strategic importance as both a river port and a crossroads of land routes. More importantly for Ana's purposes, it was an administrative and cultural center, home to Habsburg officials, merchants engaged in regional trade, and crucially, schools that catered to the empire's emerging middle class.

The town's architecture announced its aspirations. Where Vladimirovac consisted primarily of single-story vernacular structures, Pančevo boasted multi-story buildings with plastered facades, paved streets in the center, a substantial Orthodox cathedral, Catholic and Protestant churches, administrative buildings flying the black-and-yellow Habsburg flag. There were print shops producing newspapers in multiple languages, coffeehouses where men discussed politics and commerce, markets where one could purchase not merely necessities but luxuries—books, imported fabrics, medical supplies, instruments of science.

For a girl from even a prosperous village, Pančevo would have represented a glimpse of possibilities beyond the agricultural cycle. Here, people lived by schedules dictated by clocks rather than sunrise and animal feeding times. Here, written documents governed transactions in ways that oral agreements could not. Here, education was not an occasional luxury but an organized industry, with purpose-built school buildings, salaried teachers, and curricula designed to produce specific types of citizens for the Habsburg order.

Ana's father, in sending her to school in Pančevo, was making a substantial investment—not merely financial, though the costs were considerable, but conceptual. He was declaring that his daughter deserved better than the life trajectory of most rural women: early marriage, endless childbearing, agricultural labor, and probable death in middle age from exhaustion, childbirth complications, or one of the many diseases that stalked pre-modern communities. He was claiming that she had a mind worth cultivating, even though the empire offered few legitimate outlets for educated women.

​The Private School System

The school Ana attended was private—a crucial distinction in mid-19th century Habsburg education. While Maria Theresa's 18th-century reforms had introduced compulsory elementary education in principle, the reality in regions like the Banat was far more complex. Public elementary schools existed, funded by a combination of imperial, local, and church resources, but their quality varied wildly. Many were single-room affairs where a barely-educated teacher drilled basic literacy and catechism into children who attended sporadically between agricultural seasons.

Private schools occupied a different sphere entirely. These were commercial enterprises, sometimes run by teaching orders (Piarists, Benedictines, Ursulines for girls), sometimes by retired military officers or university-educated individuals seeking to exploit the emerging market for quality education. They charged substantial fees—perhaps 50-100 gulden per year, a sum that represented several months' wages for an agricultural laborer—and in return promised a curriculum that would prepare students for the empire's administrative and commercial hierarchies.

The specific school Ana attended in Pančevo is not definitively documented, but we can reconstruct its character from what we know about similar institutions. It was almost certainly Serbian-sponsored, given Pančevo's significant Serbian population and Ana's later fluency in that language. It likely operated with Habsburg approval but maintained a degree of autonomy in curriculum and instruction. Classes would have been taught in multiple languages—German for official subjects, Serbian for cultural content, possibly Romanian given the region's demographics.

The physical setting would have been modest by Viennese standards but impressive for the Banat: a dedicated building, perhaps a converted merchant's house, with multiple rooms allowing for age-segregated instruction. Wooden desks arranged in rows. Blackboards—still a relatively recent innovation. Maps on the walls showing the Habsburg domains. Perhaps a modest library, a true luxury in an era when books remained expensive. Windows admitting adequate light for reading and writing, crucial in winter months when daylight was scarce.

The student body would have been carefully curated through the fee structure. Ana studied "alongside other children from affluent families"—the sons and daughters of military officers, prosperous merchants, successful farmers, minor nobility, and Habsburg administrators. This was important not merely for the quality of instruction but for the social connections being forged. These were the children who would inherit estates, manage businesses, staff the empire's bureaucracy, and make marriages that consolidated power and wealth. Ana was being introduced to a network that transcended her village origins.

The social dynamics would have been complex. Ana was prosperous but not noble, ethnically Romanian but schooled in Serbian and German contexts, female in an environment where males were assumed to be the primary beneficiaries of serious education. She would have needed to navigate these hierarchies carefully, asserting her intellectual capabilities without threatening the social order that allowed her presence in the first place.

​The Curriculum of Empire

What exactly did wealthy children in 1850s Pančevo learn? The curriculum of private schools in Habsburg lands during this period reflected both Enlightenment ideals and imperial necessities. The goal was to produce individuals who could function as literate, numerate, culturally informed citizens capable of serving the empire in various capacities—or at least, not actively obstructing its administration.

Languages formed the absolute foundation. For Ana, this meant intensive instruction in German, the empire's administrative lingua franca. Every Habsburg subject who aspired to anything beyond peasant status needed German. Official documents were in German. The emperor spoke German. The army commanded in German. To be educated without German was not to be educated at all.

But the Banat's multilingual reality demanded more. Serbian was essential for daily life in Pančevo and Vladimirovac, for commerce and social interaction, for understanding the Orthodox cultural world that dominated the region. Romanian was Ana's native tongue, connecting her to her family's origins and the broader Romance world. Hungarian became increasingly important as the century progressed and the Dual Monarchy of Austria-Hungary took shape, with Hungarian asserting itself as an equal partner to German in the empire's governance.

The fifth language—and contemporary accounts consistently claim Ana mastered five languages—remains somewhat mysterious. Educated individuals of this era often learned French, which had cultural prestige and provided access to Enlightenment philosophy and scientific texts that had not been translated. Latin remained standard in medicine and law, and would have been particularly relevant given Ana's later interest in medical knowledge. Italian was also common in Habsburg lands given the empire's control of northern Italian territories until 1859. Any of these is plausible; possibly she had functional knowledge of several beyond her fluent four.

Language instruction in this era was intensive and rote-based. Students memorized vocabulary lists, declining nouns and conjugating verbs until patterns became automatic. They translated passages back and forth between languages. They read texts aloud to master pronunciation and rhythm. They wrote compositions that were corrected for grammar and style. The goal was not merely comprehension but production—the ability to write a business letter in German, conduct a negotiation in Serbian, read a medical text in Latin, appreciate literature in French.

For Ana, this linguistic multiplicity was cognitively transformative. Each language carried its own conceptual architecture, its own way of categorizing reality. German's systematic compound words reflected Habsburg bureaucratic precision. Serbian's rich vocabulary for kinship and social relationships mapped the communal culture of village life. Romanian's Latin foundations connected to scientific nomenclature. To move fluently between languages was to understand that reality itself could be described, and therefore constructed, in multiple ways—a dangerous epistemological flexibility.

Mathematics and arithmetic were essential for commercial and administrative life. Students learned to calculate with accuracy—addition, subtraction, multiplication, division with multi-digit numbers. They mastered fractions, percentages, proportions. They solved word problems involving currency conversion (crucial in an empire with multiple monetary systems), distance and time calculations for travel and shipping, profit and loss for commercial transactions.

For someone who would eventually prepare precise poison dosages, this mathematical foundation was crucial. The difference between a dose that killed slowly over days (mimicking natural illness) and one that killed immediately (arousing instant suspicion) was a matter of careful calculation. Dilution ratios, body weight considerations, accumulation effects—these required numerical facility that Ana's education provided.

Geography was perhaps more extensively taught in Habsburg schools than elsewhere in Europe, for good reason. The empire sprawled across Central Europe, incorporating territories as diverse as the Italian Alps, the Pannonian Plain, the Carpathian Mountains, and the Adriatic coast. Students needed to understand this complex geography to comprehend their place within the imperial system. They studied maps, memorized the empire's provinces and their capitals, learned the major rivers and mountain ranges, understood climate zones and agricultural regions.

Beyond the Habsburg domains, students learned broader European geography—the nations of Western Europe, the declining Ottoman Empire to the southeast, the expanding Russian Empire to the northeast. This knowledge was not merely academic; it was essential for understanding the geopolitical forces that shaped daily life in the Banat, a region that had changed hands between empires multiple times and might do so again.

History instruction served explicitly ideological purposes. Students learned Habsburg dynastic history—the centuries of rule by the House of Habsburg, the family's role in defending Christianity against Ottoman expansion, the enlightened reforms of Maria Theresa and Joseph II. They studied European history through an imperial lens, emphasizing the Habsburg role in preserving order against revolutionary chaos.

But history instruction also, inadvertently, provided examples of how authority could be contested and power redistributed. The story of how the Banat had been conquered from the Ottomans demonstrated that empires rise and fall. The recent revolutions of 1848—still fresh in memory when Ana was studying—showed that established orders could be challenged, even if ultimately suppressed. A clever student could draw subversive lessons from ostensibly conservative curriculum.

Religion occupied a complex position in Pančevo's multi-confessional environment. While Habsburg schools typically provided religious instruction, the diversity of the Banat—Orthodox, Catholic, Protestant, Jewish communities coexisting—meant this had to be handled delicately. Ana, from a Romanian background, was likely Orthodox, but schooled in an environment where religious education emphasized moral behavior and social cohesion rather than sectarian doctrine.

The practical effect was a certain religious relativism. When students of different faiths sat in the same classroom, when the same teachers instructed Orthodox and Catholic children, the implicit message was that religious differences, while important, were not fundamental barriers to cooperation and community. This relativism could slide easily into skepticism about religious authority—another dangerous lesson for someone who would eventually operate outside all moral frameworks.

​Specialized Knowledge: Medicine and Chemistry

But the curriculum element that would prove most consequential was Ana's exposure to specialized knowledge in medicine and chemistry. This is where her education transcended what was typical even for wealthy children and entered territory that was genuinely exceptional, particularly for a female student.

Mid-19th century chemistry was in a revolutionary phase. The ancient and medieval tradition of alchemy—with its mystical elements, its search for transmutation and the philosopher's stone—was crystallizing into a genuine science. Chemists like Lavoisier had identified elements and established principles of chemical reactions. The periodic table was taking shape. The distinction between organic and inorganic chemistry was being formalized. Chemical synthesis was becoming possible—substances could be created in laboratories rather than merely extracted from nature.

How did a private school in Pančevo provide access to this cutting-edge knowledge? Several mechanisms were possible. The school might have employed a teacher with university training in natural sciences—perhaps a graduate of the University of Vienna or Budapest who had migrated to the provinces. More likely, the instruction was less formal: access to textbooks (in German, where scientific publishing was advanced), demonstration experiments showing basic chemical reactions, introductions to fundamental concepts like acids and bases, elements and compounds, solutions and suspensions.

Medical knowledge was perhaps more accessible because it overlapped with traditional folk medicine. Herbalism—the use of plants for healing—had an ancient pedigree in the Banat, where peasant women had maintained knowledge of medicinal plants for centuries. But Ana's education would have systematized this knowledge, transforming folklore into pharmacology.

She would have learned the materia medica—the catalog of substances used in healing. This included botanical knowledge: which plants had medicinal properties, how to identify them, when and how to harvest them, which parts contained the active principles. It included preparation methods: infusions, decoctions, tinctures, poultices. Crucially, it included dosage principles—the idea that the same substance could heal or harm depending on amount and concentration.

The bridge between chemistry and medicine was toxicology—the science of poisons. In the 1850s, this was a rapidly developing field, driven by both medical necessity (understanding drug overdoses, treating poisoning cases) and criminal justice (detecting murder by poison). Any serious medical text would discuss poisonous substances: plant toxins like belladonna and hemlock, mineral poisons like arsenic and mercury, the symptoms they produced, the fatal doses.

For a student with Ana's intelligence and, later, her personal motivations, this knowledge was a loaded weapon. She was learning not merely how to heal but how to harm. She was understanding the precise mechanisms by which substances entered the body, were absorbed, produced effects, and could be detected—or not detected, if administered cleverly enough.

It's important to note that Ana's education at this stage was foundational rather than comprehensive. She was not becoming a physician or a professional chemist—these careers were closed to women, and even access to university was denied. What she gained was literacy in scientific thinking, access to key texts, understanding of fundamental principles, and most importantly, the confidence that she could master complex technical subjects through study and experimentation.

The real development of her expertise would come later, during her years of withdrawal and "intense study" following her trauma at age twenty. But the private school in Pančevo gave her the essential tools: the languages to read scientific texts, the mathematical skills to calculate dosages, the conceptual framework to think systematically about chemical interactions, and the foundational knowledge of toxic substances.

​The Opportunities and Constraints of Privileged Female Education

Ana's education must be understood within the deeply contradictory position of educated women in mid-19th century Habsburg society. On one hand, Enlightenment ideals had penetrated even conservative Austria, bringing the notion that human potential—including female potential—should be cultivated rather than suppressed. On the other hand, the social order remained firmly patriarchal, with women's roles tightly circumscribed regardless of their intellectual capabilities.

The Habsburg Empire had made genuine, if limited, progress in female education. Maria Theresa's 1774 education reforms had established that girls should receive elementary instruction alongside boys. By the 1850s, basic female literacy in urban areas was approaching male levels. Private girls' schools existed in most towns of any size, offering instruction in reading, writing, arithmetic, languages, and what were called "accomplishments"—music, needlework, drawing.

But serious education—the kind that prepared individuals for professional careers and intellectual leadership—remained overwhelmingly male. Universities did not admit women; the University of Vienna would not accept female students until 1897. Professional guilds excluded women from medicine, law, and commerce. Even teaching, which seemed naturally suited to educated women, was dominated by men in secondary and higher education, with women relegated to elementary instruction at meager wages.

This created a structural problem for someone like Ana. Her education was excellent—possibly superior to that of most men in Vladimirovac or even Pančevo. Her linguistic abilities would have been valuable in diplomatic or commercial contexts. Her scientific knowledge would have qualified her to practice medicine, had she been male. But none of these pathways were open to her.

The intended use of female education was domestic and ornamental. An educated woman should be a better mother, capable of supervising her children's early education. She should be a more interesting companion to an educated husband, able to discuss literature and current affairs. She should grace a drawing room with cultured conversation, musical performance, perhaps a bit of artistic sketching. Her education was meant to enhance her value in the marriage market while ensuring she remained firmly within the domestic sphere.

For ambitious or intellectually driven women, this created intense frustration. They had been given tools—literacy, numeracy, languages, knowledge—but were forbidden from using them publicly or professionally. They could read medical texts but not practice medicine. They could master languages but not serve as translators in official capacities. They could understand chemistry but not work as pharmacists or researchers.

The result was often a kind of intellectual exile. Educated women wrote novels under male pseudonyms. They conducted scientific research that was published by male relatives. They practiced medicine informally, as "wise women" or midwives, operating in the gaps of official structures. They became governesses in wealthy households, using their education to train the next generation while receiving little recognition or compensation.

For Ana, there was an additional complication: class ambiguity. She was wealthy enough for exceptional education, but her father was a cattleman, not nobility. She had education that exceeded most men of her class, but lacked the social position to leverage it. She was ethnically Romanian in a region where Germans and Hungarians held administrative power, Serbian culture dominated, and ethnic identity could be either asset or liability depending on context.

This liminal position—too educated for peasant life, too female for professional life, too middle-class for aristocratic social circles—would shape her entire existence. She was perpetually between categories, never quite fitting anywhere, always needing to construct her own position in systems that had not anticipated someone like her.

​The Contrast: Peasant Women's Lives

To appreciate how exceptional Ana's education was, we must consider the vast majority of women in the 1850s Banat who received no formal education whatsoever.

For peasant girls, education meant apprenticeship in survival. From early childhood, they learned by watching and doing: how to tend chickens and gather eggs, how to milk cows and make cheese, how to spin thread and weave cloth, how to prepare meals from limited ingredients, how to preserve food for winter, how to tend gardens and identify edible wild plants, how to nurse sick family members using folk remedies passed down through generations.

Literacy was rare and often unnecessary. What did a peasant woman need to read? Legal documents were handled by men, or by the rare literate person in the village who might serve as informal scribe. Religious instruction came through oral tradition and church attendance, where priests explained scripture. Agricultural knowledge was transmitted through demonstration and practice, not written manuals.

Many peasant women never traveled beyond a radius of a few kilometers from their birth village. They spoke only the local language or dialect. They married young—often in their mid-teens—to men selected by their families based on economic considerations. They bore children frequently, often six or eight or more, in an era when perhaps half died before age five. They worked ceaselessly: field labor during planting and harvest, domestic labor year-round, childcare whenever pregnant or nursing, which was essentially always during their reproductive years.

The intellectual universe of a peasant woman was local and traditional. Knowledge came from grandmothers and mothers, from the older women who served as midwives and healers, from folk songs and stories shared during communal work. The world was understood through proverb and superstition, through observations about weather and seasons, through religious cosmology that explained suffering as God's will and promised better fortune in the next life.

This is not to suggest that peasant women were stupid or incapable. Within their sphere, they possessed sophisticated knowledge—practical agriculture, textile production, food preservation, herbal medicine, household management, even veterinary care for farm animals. They were often shrewd judges of character and skilled negotiators in the restricted domains where they exercised agency. They preserved and transmitted the cultural knowledge that sustained communities.

But the gulf between their mental world and Ana's was immense. Ana could read scientific texts in five languages; they could not read at all. Ana understood chemistry and dosage calculations; they knew that certain plants could harm, but not why or how, exactly. Ana could navigate the Habsburg bureaucracy; they feared and avoided authorities. Ana had traveled to Pančevo and back, experiencing urban life; they might never visit a town larger than their village market.

Most crucially, Ana had been exposed to a world of possibilities that peasant women could not imagine. She had learned that knowledge was power, that careful study could yield practical advantages, that the world operated according to principles that could be understood and exploited. She had developed an internal locus of control—the sense that she could shape her destiny through intelligence and planning—while peasant women developed fatalism born of powerlessness.

This cognitive gap would prove essential to Ana's later career. Her clients—the women who sought her "magic water"—were largely illiterate peasants or marginally literate women from small villages. They understood the world through folk categories: magic, witchcraft, supernatural powers. When Ana sold them poison, they could genuinely believe it was enchanted water that would kill through mystical means. They lacked the conceptual framework to understand that they were purchasing a chemical agent, that the death would be caused by arsenic toxicity rather than magic.

Ana, operating at the boundary between the educated and folk worlds, could translate between them. She knew she was selling poison, understood the chemical mechanisms, calculated the doses. But she presented herself as a folk healer, a baba, a wise woman with traditional powers. This deliberate performance exploited the educational gap, using her clients' ignorance as a shield against their understanding the true nature of their transaction.

​The Seeds of Isolation

Ana's years in Pančevo, roughly from age eleven to perhaps age sixteen or seventeen, gave her extraordinary capabilities. But they also, paradoxically, isolated her. She returned to Vladimirovac far more educated than anyone in the village, male or female. She could read books that no one else could read, speak languages that no one else spoke fluently, understand scientific principles that seemed like magic to her neighbors.

This isolation would deepen after her trauma at age twenty. But already, in late adolescence, she must have felt the profound loneliness of the exceptionally educated woman in a society that provided no legitimate outlet for her abilities. She was too sophisticated for village society, but barred from the professional world where her talents might have found recognition.

The psychological impact of this disconnect cannot be overstated. Ana had been trained to think systematically, to value knowledge and rationality, to see problems as solvable through application of intelligence. But she lived in a world that valued women primarily for domestic service and childbearing, that treated female intellectual ambition as either amusing or threatening, that offered her no role commensurate with her capabilities.

This was fertile ground for misanthropy. When the world refuses to acknowledge your worth, refuses to provide legitimate channels for your talents, you may begin to see that world as the problem. When society gives you powerful tools but forbids their use, you may conclude that society's rules are arbitrary and deserve no respect. When you are consistently smarter than the men who hold power over you, you may develop contempt for the entire social order.

Ana's education had made her dangerous—not because knowledge itself is dangerous, but because knowledge without legitimate outlet creates resentment, and resentment seeks expression. In a few years, personal trauma would provide the catalyst that transformed this resentment into active hostility. But the groundwork was laid here, in these years of exceptional education that simultaneously elevated and confined her, gave her power while denying her the right to use it openly.

The private school in Pančevo had created a woman of remarkable capabilities: multilingual, scientifically literate, intellectually confident, capable of systematic thought and precise calculation. It had given her knowledge that was genuinely dangerous—the understanding of toxic substances, their effects, their detection or non-detection.

What it could not give her was a place in the world where those capabilities would be valued and channeled toward legitimate ends. That failure of imagination—society's inability to integrate educated women as full participants—would eventually be measured in corpses.

The education of Ana Drakšin was complete. Now came the question of how she would use it.

​
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​Chapter 3: The Austrian Officer's Betrayal
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​The Garrison World

To understand the trauma that would transform Ana Drakšin from an exceptionally educated young woman into the architect of mass murder, we must first understand the military culture of the Banat Military Frontier in the late 1850s. The Austrian Empire's Militärgrenze was not merely an administrative designation—it was a society organized along military principles, where the presence of officers and soldiers shaped every aspect of daily life.

Vladimirovac and its surrounding region existed under the direct authority of the Imperial-Royal Military Border administration, headquartered in distant Vienna but exercised through a hierarchy of local commandants, officers, and military officials. Unlike civilian provinces, where authority flowed through civil administrators, the Military Frontier placed armed forces at the center of governance. Land grants came with military obligations. Justice was martial rather than civil. Even routine administrative matters might be handled by uniformed officers rather than civilian bureaucrats.

This meant that military officers—particularly Austrian officers of the regular army or the frontier regiments—occupied positions of extraordinary power and prestige in frontier communities. They represented the Habsburg Emperor himself, the distant but omnipotent authority whose black-and-yellow banner flew over garrison buildings. They brought news from the imperial capitals, Vienna and Budapest. They embodied modernity, sophistication, and connection to the wider world beyond the agricultural villages of the Banat.

For a frontier town like Vladimirovac, the arrival or presence of military officers was always an event. They were exotic figures in their uniforms—the white coats and sky-blue trousers of the infantry, the more elaborate dress of cavalry officers, the distinctive headgear and insignia that marked rank and regiment. They carried themselves with the confidence of men accustomed to command, men who gave orders that determined life and death in wartime, men who answered to distant superiors and treated local civilians with the casual assumption of superiority.

The social dynamics were complex and highly gendered. Officers were overwhelmingly drawn from the German-speaking aristocracy and upper middle classes of the empire's core territories. They were educated—often university-trained or graduates of military academies. They were sophisticated in the ways of urban society, familiar with Vienna or Prague or Graz. They were, by the standards of frontier villages, wealthy—their pay and allowances exceeded the income of all but the most prosperous local landowners.

And they were young, mobile, and often unmarried. A junior officer posted to the frontier—a lieutenant or captain in his twenties or early thirties—existed in a peculiar social limbo. He was too important to mix as an equal with peasants and shopkeepers, but too junior and too provincial (by Vienna standards) for the highest aristocratic circles. He had money to spend, time between military duties, and the arrogance of authority without the tempering responsibility of settled domestic life.

For local women, military officers represented both opportunity and danger. A prosperous farmer's daughter who caught an officer's eye might dream of marriage, of elevation to the urban middle class, of escape from village life. Officers did sometimes marry local women, though usually from the uppermost stratum—daughters of wealthy landowners, of officials, of the local elite. Such marriages were real pathways to social mobility.

But more commonly, officers engaged in what can only be called sexual exploitation, though contemporary society had no precise term for the phenomenon. They pursued local women for entertainment, seduction, temporary companionship. Sometimes these were commercial transactions with prostitutes, of whom even small frontier towns had a few. Sometimes they were affairs with married women seeking excitement or advantage. Often, they were seductions of young unmarried women who confused sexual attention with genuine romantic interest, who believed promises that were never intended to be kept.

The power imbalance was crushing. An officer could offer protection, gifts, promises of future security. He could also threaten—not always explicitly, but through the mere fact of his authority. His military rank meant he was effectively immune from local social sanctions. If an affair ended badly, if a girl was ruined, if promises were broken—what recourse did she have? She could not appeal to civil courts that barely existed. She could not rally community pressure against someone who stood outside the community. She could only suffer the consequences while he moved on, reassigned to another posting, untouched by scandal.

This was the world into which Ana Drakšin, at age twenty, encountered the young Austrian military officer who would destroy her life's trajectory.

​The Seduction

Ana was twenty years old in 1858 or perhaps 1856 (the historical record is imprecise about her exact birth year). She had completed her education in Pančevo and returned to Vladimirovac, where she lived in her father's prosperous household. She was educated far beyond most women of the region, multilingual, versed in chemistry and medicine, possessed of intellectual capabilities that had no clear outlet in frontier society.

She was also, presumably, marriageable—at the exact age when families would be most concerned with arranging suitable matches. In the Banat's marriage market, Ana represented a complicated proposition. Her education and her father's wealth were advantages. Her linguistic skills would be valuable in the region's multilingual environment. Her literacy meant she could manage household accounts, correspond with merchants and officials, handle the documentary requirements of modern life.

But she was also, perhaps, intimidating. An exceptionally educated woman might unsettle potential husbands who lacked her sophistication. Her years in Pančevo had exposed her to urban life, to books and ideas, to ways of thinking that might seem pretentious or unsettling in village society. She was not a simple peasant girl who would accept traditional gender hierarchies without question. She had, in short, been given an education that elevated her above most local men while society insisted she remain subordinate to them.

Into this situation came the Austrian officer. The historical sources identify him only as "a young Austrian military officer"—no name, no regiment, no details that might allow us to trace him through military records. This anonymity is itself telling; he was significant enough to destroy Ana's life but not significant enough to be remembered by history. He was a type, not an individual—one of hundreds or thousands of junior officers who moved through the frontier regions, leaving consequences they never witnessed.

What we can reconstruct from the social patterns of the era is the likely progression of events. The officer would have been posted to the region, perhaps stationed in Pančevo or passing through Vladimirovac on military business. Officers did not simply appear in villages randomly; they came with purpose—inspections, administrative matters, recruitment, or during the frequent reorganizations of the Military Frontier's command structure.

Ana would have encountered him in a social context where such encounters were scripted by rigid hierarchies. Perhaps at a local gathering—the frontier had its modest social events, dances or celebrations where the local elite mixed with military personnel. Perhaps through her father's business dealings; wealthy cattlemen had reason to interact with military officials who controlled land use, movement permits, and military procurement. Perhaps even coincidentally, in Pančevo, where both might have had business.

The officer would have noticed Ana immediately. She was different from typical frontier women—educated, sophisticated, able to converse in flawless German, knowledgeable about matters beyond domestic routine. For an officer accustomed to the salons of Vienna or the educated society of Habsburg cities, finding a woman in a frontier village who could discuss literature, science, or current events would have been genuinely surprising and attractive.

The seduction—and historical sources consistently use this term—would have followed patterns well-established in the era's gender relations. The officer would have paid attention, offered compliments, created opportunities for conversation. He would have represented everything Ana's education had prepared her to appreciate: sophistication, connection to the wider world, intellectual engagement. He would have treated her as an intellectual equal, or appeared to, while actually pursuing a sexual conquest.

For Ana, the attention must have been intoxicating. Here, finally, was someone who recognized her capabilities, who valued her education, who treated her as more than a potential housewife and mother. Here was validation of everything her father had invested in her schooling. Here, perhaps, was the escape from the trap of educated womanhood in provincial society—marriage to an officer meant entry into a different world, urban life, continued intellectual engagement, social position commensurate with her abilities.

The officer would have made promises. They always did. Promises of marriage, perhaps explicit or perhaps artfully implied. Promises of a future together, of bringing her to Vienna or whatever city represented civilization and opportunity. Promises that made the surrender of virginity seem not reckless but reasonable, not ruin but the first step toward the life she deserved.

The seduction itself—the actual sexual relationship—would have required elaborate secrecy in the rigidly moral society of the Military Frontier. Premarital sex was severely condemned, particularly for women. An unmarried woman known to be sexually active was ruined, unmarriageable, expelled from respectable society. The officer and Ana would have needed to create opportunities for private meetings, perhaps in her father's house when he was absent, perhaps in some location in Pančevo, perhaps in the countryside between settlements.

How long did the affair last? Weeks? Months? Long enough for Ana to believe the promises, to plan a future, to commit herself emotionally to the relationship. Long enough for the sexual activity to be repeated, ensuring maximum exposure to the infection the officer carried.

And then—abandonment. The officer received new orders, or simply decided to end the relationship, or perhaps had never intended anything beyond temporary entertainment. The promises evaporated. The future dissolved. Perhaps he was genuinely reassigned to another posting; the military moved officers frequently. Perhaps he simply stopped coming, stopped responding to whatever communications Ana attempted. Perhaps he made it clear, cruelly or matter-of-factly, that he had never seriously considered marriage to a frontier cattleman's daughter, that the entire affair had been a pleasant diversion, that she had been a fool to believe otherwise.

For Ana, this abandonment would have been devastating even without the disease. The emotional betrayal—the discovery that someone she trusted, admired, and loved had merely been using her—would have shattered her faith in human goodness. The social consequences would have been immediate if the affair became known: unmarriageable, shamed, her family's reputation damaged by her indiscretion.

But the true catastrophe was still developing, hidden in her body, a microscopic spiral-shaped bacterium called Treponema pallidum that would reveal itself in the coming weeks and transform her from a betrayed woman into a permanent invalid and social outcast.

​The Disease: Syphilis in the 1850s

The syphilis that Ana contracted from her officer seducer was one of the great plagues of 19th-century Europe, a disease so prevalent and so devastating that it shaped social policy, medical research, and moral discourse across the continent. To understand what Ana faced, we must understand both the medical reality of syphilis in the 1850s and the profound social stigma attached to venereal disease.

Treponema pallidum, the bacterium that causes syphilis, would not be identified until 1905 by Fritz Schaudinn and Erich Hoffmann. In Ana's era, the disease's cause was unknown. The germ theory of disease—the revolutionary insight that microscopic organisms cause illness—was still being formulated by Pasteur and Koch. Doctors understood that syphilis was transmitted sexually and could also pass from mother to infant, but the mechanism remained mysterious. Some physicians still clung to humoral theories, seeing syphilis as an imbalance in the body's fluids. Others proposed various environmental or constitutional factors.

What physicians did understand, through centuries of grim observation, was the disease's progression. Syphilis moved through distinct stages, each with characteristic symptoms, and the 1850s medical literature described this progression in disturbing detail.

Primary syphilis appeared first, typically two to four weeks after infection. A painless sore—the chancre—developed at the infection site, usually on the genitals. This was the body's initial response to the invading spirochetes, a local reaction that often went unnoticed by women because internal chancres on the cervix or vaginal walls were invisible without medical examination. The chancre healed spontaneously after a few weeks, often creating false reassurance that whatever minor infection had occurred had resolved itself.

But the spirochetes were spreading through the bloodstream, multiplying, establishing themselves in tissues throughout the body. Six weeks to six months after infection, secondary syphilis announced itself with symptoms that could no longer be ignored or dismissed.

Ana would have first noticed a rash—copper-colored spots appearing on her trunk, arms, palms, and soles of her feet. Unlike many rashes, these lesions didn't itch, a diagnostic feature that physicians had learned to recognize. The rash might be accompanied by a constellation of other symptoms: fever, fatigue, sore throat, swollen lymph nodes, headaches. She might have noticed mucous patches—painful erosions in her mouth or genitals. Her hair might have begun falling out in patches, creating the "moth-eaten" alopecia characteristic of secondary syphilis.

These symptoms announced to any knowledgeable physician exactly what was wrong with her. And in the frontier society of the 1850s Banat, seeking such a diagnosis meant exposing herself to devastating social judgment.

The medical understanding of syphilis in this era was primitive by modern standards but sophisticated enough to recognize the disease's seriousness. Physicians knew that syphilis could persist for years, could damage virtually any organ system, could drive victims to madness or death. They had developed classifications of the disease's stages, though they debated whether these represented one disease or multiple related conditions.

Treatment options in the 1850s were limited and often nearly as dangerous as the disease itself. The primary treatment was mercury, administered in various forms: as an ointment rubbed into the skin, as pills, as vapor in "fumigation chambers" where patients inhaled mercury fumes, or as injections. The phrase "a night with Venus, a lifetime with Mercury" captured the grim reality that treating syphilis meant subjecting oneself to chronic mercury poisoning.

Mercury treatment produced its own catalog of suffering: excessive salivation, loosening of teeth, painful mouth ulcers, tremors, kidney damage, and neurological effects. Patients often died of mercury poisoning rather than syphilis. The treatment regimen could last months or years, requiring regular medical supervision and expensive medications that only the wealthy could afford.

Alternative treatments existed but were equally problematic. Some physicians advocated iodine preparations, which were less toxic than mercury but also less effective. Others promoted various plant-based remedies—sarsaparilla was popular, derived from the roots of smilax plants, though its efficacy was negligible. Some practitioners still cauterized syphilitic sores with hot irons or caustic chemicals, creating additional suffering while failing to address the systemic infection.

The harsh reality was that medicine in the 1850s could not cure syphilis. Treatment might suppress symptoms, might slow the disease's progression, might prevent some of the worst outcomes—but the spirochetes remained in the body, dormant but never eliminated, ready to emerge in the disease's tertiary stage years or decades later.

Tertiary syphilis, which could develop 10 to 30 years after initial infection, was medicine's horror show. The disease could attack any organ system: cardiovascular syphilis destroyed blood vessels and heart valves; neurosyphilis invaded the brain and spinal cord, causing paralysis, dementia, and madness; gummatous syphilis produced soft, tumor-like growths that destroyed bone and tissue, literally eating away parts of the face, palate, or other structures.

The progression was unpredictable. Some syphilis patients never developed tertiary disease, entering a latent phase where they remained infected but largely symptom-free. Others were not so fortunate. The uncertainty was itself a form of torture—never knowing if the symptoms would return, if madness or disability waited in the future, if one had years of health or was merely in temporary remission.

​The Diagnosis and Its Consequences

When did Ana realize she was infected? The historical record provides no precise details, but we can reconstruct the likely sequence. The primary chancre might have gone unnoticed, especially if it was internal. The secondary rash, appearing weeks or months after the affair ended, would have been unmistakable—and terrifying.

Seeking medical help meant traveling to Pančevo, where physicians practiced. It meant describing her symptoms, answering questions about their origin, revealing the sexual encounter that had transmitted the disease. The diagnosis of syphilis was not something physicians conveyed gently. It was a moral judgment as much as a medical conclusion, an announcement that the patient had engaged in sexual immorality and was now paying the price.

For a woman of Ana's class and education, the diagnosis would have been delivered with particular harshness. Syphilis was seen as the disease of prostitutes, of soldiers, of the morally degenerate. A respectable young woman from a wealthy family should not have this disease. That she did was proof of sexual misconduct, of having violated the fundamental social codes that governed female behavior.

The physician likely subjected her to the standard mercury treatment, which would have made her conspicuously ill. Mercury ointment stained the skin. Mercury fumigation left patients reeking of metallic vapor. The salivation and mouth ulcers made eating difficult and speaking unpleasant. The tremors marked patients as syphilitic to anyone who understood the symptoms.

Could she hide the disease? To some extent, yes—she could attribute her illness to other causes, could suffer through the symptoms in relative privacy. But in a small community like Vladimirovac, where everyone knew everyone else's business, where gossip was currency and privacy was limited, the truth would have been difficult to contain. Servants would talk. Physicians had no concept of medical confidentiality as we understand it. The expense of ongoing treatment would raise questions.

The social consequences would have been immediate and devastating. Marriage prospects vanished—no family would accept a bride known to have syphilis, a disease that could be transmitted to a husband and any children. Her reputation would be destroyed; the disease itself was proof of sexual activity, and in the rigid moral economy of the era, female sexual activity outside marriage was unforgivable.

Her father's position would have been terrible. He had invested in her education, elevated her above typical village women, given her opportunities. And she had—from the family's perspective—betrayed that investment through sexual indiscretion. Even if he loved her, even if he sympathized with her victimization by the officer, the damage to the family's reputation would have been severe.

The officer, meanwhile, suffered no consequences. He was gone, reassigned or simply departed, his identity possibly unknown to Ana's family. Even if known, what could be done? Military officers were effectively immune to civil prosecution for seducing local women. The military's own justice system rarely punished such conduct unless it created serious scandal or interfered with military effectiveness. The officer moved on to his next posting, his next conquest, while Ana remained in Vladimirovac, sick, shamed, and trapped.

​The Descent into Misanthropy

The psychological impact of this betrayal—sexual, social, medical—cannot be overstated. Ana had been, by all accounts, an intelligent, educated, privileged young woman with every reason to expect a prosperous future. She had been given opportunities rare for women of her era. She had developed intellectual capabilities that should have been assets.

And she had been destroyed by a man who represented everything she had been educated to admire. The officer was educated, sophisticated, from the urban world beyond the frontier. He spoke the languages she had mastered, appreciated the knowledge she had acquired, seemed to value her intellect. He was, in short, exactly the kind of person her education had prepared her to engage with as an equal.

His betrayal was therefore not merely personal but existential. It revealed that her education had been a trap, that the sophistication she valued was merely a tool for exploitation, that the wider world she aspired to join saw her only as a provincial plaything. The empire she had been taught to respect—embodied in its officer class—had used and discarded her. The social order that had given her education had no place for educated women except as victims of men who exploited the power differential.

The shame and isolation that followed the diagnosis would have deepened this misanthropy. Society's response to her victimization was to blame her, to mark her as immoral, to destroy her future because she had been sexually exploited. The hypocrisy was obvious: the officer faced no consequences while she was ruined. Male sexual predation was tacitly accepted while female victimization was punished. The entire social structure revealed itself as designed to protect powerful men at the expense of vulnerable women.

Ana's response was to withdraw. The historical sources note that the betrayal "led to misanthropy and seclusion," and we can understand this as both practical necessity and psychological defense. Practical because her illness and shame made social interaction difficult. Psychological because engagement with society required accepting its judgments, validating the system that had victimized her.

Instead, she retreated into her father's house and began the "intense study in medicine and chemistry" that would eventually provide the technical foundation for her criminal career. This studying was not merely intellectual exercise; it was a form of self-medication, an attempt to understand and perhaps treat her own condition. It was also, perhaps, a way of transforming victimization into mastery.

In studying chemistry and toxicology, Ana was developing expertise in agents of death. We cannot know when—or if—she consciously decided to use this knowledge for homicide. But the psychological progression is clear: from victimized woman, to isolated student of toxic substances, to eventually someone willing to provide those substances to other women seeking to eliminate threatening men.

The officer's betrayal had taught Ana several fatal lessons:

First, that educated women had no legitimate power within the social system. Her intelligence and education had not protected her; indeed, they had made her more vulnerable by teaching her to value and trust precisely the type of man who would exploit her.

Second, that men in positions of authority were predators who used social power to victimize women with impunity. The officer's behavior was enabled by his military rank, his social status, his mobility—all structures that gave him power and protected him from consequences.

Third, that society punished victims rather than perpetrators. She suffered illness, shame, and social exclusion while he suffered nothing. The injustice was comprehensive and systemic.

Fourth, that the only real power lay outside the system, in the forbidden knowledge that society tried to control. Chemistry was power—the power to heal or harm, to give life or take it, to exercise agency that social structures denied to women.

Finally, and most dangerously, the betrayal demonstrated that there was an entire class of victims—other women trapped in abusive relationships, exploited by men, desperate for solutions that the legal system would not provide. Ana had learned, through her own suffering, that some women would pay dearly for the means to eliminate men who threatened them. She had discovered, in other words, a market.

The transformation was not immediate. Ana was twenty when the betrayal occurred. She would not begin her career as a poisoner until perhaps her thirties or forties, after her marriage to the older landowner di Pištonja, after his death freed her to pursue her dark vocation. But the seeds were planted here, in the trauma of seduction and disease, in the fury at injustice, in the years of solitary study of toxic substances.

The Austrian officer had destroyed one Ana Drakšin—the educated, hopeful young woman who believed in enlightenment ideals and social progress. In her place emerged someone harder, colder, willing to exploit other women's desperation for profit, willing to facilitate murder on an industrial scale.

The officer had, in a real sense, created the Witch of Vladimirovac. His casual cruelty, his sexual exploitation, his abandonment of a woman he had infected with an incurable disease—these acts had transformed an exceptional woman into an exceptional criminal. He had taken someone with rare intelligence and education and given her both motive and justification for turning those capabilities toward systematic homicide.

He never knew what he had created. He probably never thought of Ana again after leaving the Banat, never learned of the decades of poisoning that followed, never connected his moment of cruelty with the scores of deaths that eventually resulted from it. He lived out his life—promoted through military ranks, perhaps, or retired to comfortable obscurity—while the woman he had destroyed methodically destroyed others.

This was Ana's revenge, though not consciously directed at him. By helping women kill their husbands, their oppressors, their victimizers, she was striking back at the entire system of patriarchal violence that the officer had embodied. Every man who died from her poison was, in some symbolic sense, the officer who had betrayed her. Every woman who purchased her "magic water" was Ana herself, given the weapon she had never had, empowered to eliminate the source of her suffering.

The psychology was understandable even as the actions were monstrous. Trauma does not excuse mass murder, but it can explain how someone capable of mass murder is created. Ana Drakšin at twenty had been given every reason to hate men, to distrust authority, to see social structures as instruments of oppression, to value forbidden knowledge over legitimate institutions, and to believe that power exercised from the shadows was the only real power available to women.

The Austrian officer had planted a bomb in the Banat, though the bomb was human—intelligent, educated, wounded, and increasingly committed to revenge against a world that had victimized her. It would tick quietly through her marriage and widowhood, through years of study and experimentation, and then explode across decades in a campaign of poison that would eventually claim perhaps 150 victims.

The seduction lasted weeks or months. The betrayal took a day or a moment. The consequences would unfold across the next sixty years, measured in arsenic and corpses and women freed from their abusers by means society refused to acknowledge even as it failed to protect them from abuse.

Ana was twenty years old, diseased, shamed, and beginning to understand that if justice would not come from the system, she would have to create her own—one fatal dose at a time.
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​Chapter 4: Marriage to the Landowner
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​A Ruined Woman's Options

In the aftermath of her betrayal and syphilis diagnosis, Ana Drakšin faced the brutal mathematics of a ruined woman's prospects in 1850s frontier society. She was in her early twenties, educated beyond most women of her region, from a prosperous family—and completely unmarriageable by conventional standards. The disease marked her as sexually compromised. The ongoing symptoms and mercury treatments advertised her condition to anyone with medical knowledge. Her future, which had once seemed open with possibility, had collapsed into a narrow corridor of increasingly unattractive options.

She could remain in her father's household indefinitely, a permanent dependent, a source of family shame, growing older without the social status that marriage conferred. She could attempt to find work as a governess or teacher, though her illness and reputation would make such positions difficult to obtain and maintain. She could embrace the role of village healer or midwife, occupations that offered some autonomy but little social respect. Or she could accept marriage to someone willing to overlook her circumstances—which meant someone desperate, unsuitable, or indifferent to the stigma.

The man who would become her husband fell into the last category. He is identified in historical sources simply as Pistov, or di Pištonja—the latter being an Italianate rendering of his name that Ana would adopt as her own surname. He was a local landowner, significantly older than Ana, already established in Vladimirovac's modest social hierarchy. The sources describe him as "significantly older," a phrase that in the context of 19th-century marriage patterns likely meant he was fifteen to twenty-five years her senior, possibly in his forties or even fifties when they wed.

What motivated this marriage? For Ana's father, the union solved a dangerous problem. His daughter's ruin threatened the family's reputation and created an ongoing source of scandal. Marriage—any marriage—restored a veneer of respectability, moved her into another household, transferred responsibility for her to a husband. That the groom was older and perhaps not a premier catch was less important than resolving the crisis.

For Pistov, the marriage offered different advantages. An older landowner seeking a wife faced his own constraints. Younger, more desirable women would be matched with younger men. His advanced age made him less attractive in the marriage market, particularly to families with multiple suitors to choose from. But Ana brought substantial assets: her father's wealth, which likely included a generous dowry to compensate for her damaged reputation; her education and literacy, useful for managing an estate's accounts and correspondence; her youth, offering years of household management and, potentially, children to secure inheritance.

The syphilis would have been disclosed—one assumes—though perhaps presented as a condition contracted through no fault of her own, or as a medical issue now under control. Pistov may have been desperate enough, or indifferent enough, or perhaps cynical enough to accept a compromised bride in exchange for her other advantages. He may have been widowed, already having children from a previous marriage, and seeking primarily a household manager rather than a romantic partner.

For Ana herself, the marriage represented resignation. This was not the life her education had prepared her to imagine. Pistov was not the Austrian officer, not a sophisticated equal, not a partner who would value her intellect and capabilities. He was a practical solution to an impossible situation, a means of escaping her father's house and the limbo of ruined spinsterhood, a path toward the minimal social respectability that widowhood would eventually provide.

The marriage likely occurred around 1860, when Ana was in her early twenties. It would last twenty years, until Pistov's death around 1880. Those two decades would encompass the most conventional period of Ana's life—but also, possibly, the darkest.

​The Landowner's Estate

Pistov's status as a landowner in Vladimirovac placed him in the upper stratum of village society, though still far below the nobility or the wealthiest merchants of regional centers like Pančevo. His holdings likely consisted of several hundred acres of arable land and pasture, worked by hired laborers or tenant farmers. The estate would have produced grain—wheat and maize primarily—along with livestock: cattle, pigs, chickens, perhaps sheep.

This was not subsistence farming. A landowner at this level was engaged in commercial agriculture, producing surplus for market sale, managing complex operations that required capital investment, labor management, and market knowledge. The work was demanding: coordinating plowing, planting, and harvest; maintaining buildings, fences, and equipment; supervising workers; negotiating with grain merchants and livestock buyers; keeping accounts and managing debts; dealing with the Habsburg administration's taxation and land-use regulations.

The household itself would have reflected this middling prosperity. Not a manor house but certainly more than a peasant cottage—perhaps a substantial farmhouse of stone or brick construction, with multiple rooms, glass windows, tiled or shingled roof. There would have been servants: domestic help for cooking, cleaning, and laundry; farm laborers who might take meals with the family or in separate quarters. The furnishings would have been functional but of quality: solid wooden furniture, iron cookware, perhaps some decorative items that announced the family's status.

Ana's role as the landowner's wife was to manage this domestic economy. She would have overseen the household servants, planned and supervised meals, managed the production of household textiles and preserved foods, kept household accounts, and dealt with the endless practical details of maintaining a complex operation. For a woman of her education and intellectual capabilities, these tasks must have seemed simultaneously necessary and stifling—work that filled the days without engaging the mind that had mastered five languages and studied chemistry.

But the estate also provided something crucial: privacy. Unlike peasant households where families lived in one or two rooms and every activity was potentially observable, the landowner's house offered separate spaces, private chambers, the possibility of pursuing interests away from constant supervision. Ana could read, could study, could conduct small-scale experiments without immediate scrutiny. The seeds of her future vocation could germinate in the spaces between household duties, in the hours when Pistov was occupied with farm management, in the long evenings of frontier winter when darkness fell early and indoor activities predominated.

​The Question of the Children

The most disturbing aspect of Ana's marriage to Pistov is the pattern of childbearing and infant death. The historical sources state that Ana had eleven children during her marriage, but only one survived to adulthood. Ten children dead, one living—a mortality rate of over ninety percent. This statistic demands careful analysis, for it sits at the intersection of legitimate historical tragedy and potential criminal horror.

Infant and child mortality in 19th-century Europe was genuinely catastrophic by modern standards. In rural areas like the Banat, where medical care was primitive, sanitation poor, and infectious diseases endemic, losing multiple children was tragically common. Historians estimate that in mid-19th century Central Europe, infant mortality (death before age one) ranged from 20 to 30 percent, and childhood mortality (death before age five) could reach 40 to 50 percent in some regions and time periods.

The causes were manifold and often overlapping. Childbirth itself was dangerous, with infection, hemorrhage, and complications that modern obstetrics prevents or manages. Newborns died of birth trauma, congenital defects, or failure to thrive. Infants succumbed to gastrointestinal infections caused by contaminated water and food, to respiratory illnesses in cold, drafty houses, to childhood diseases like measles, scarlet fever, and whooping cough that killed with terrifying regularity. Children died of accidents—drowning, burns, falls—in environments where constant supervision was impossible. Malnutrition weakened immune systems, making every infection potentially fatal.

Syphilis added an additional lethal factor. Ana's infection meant that congenital syphilis—transmission of Treponema pallidum from mother to child during pregnancy or childbirth—was a real possibility. Congenital syphilis caused stillbirths, neonatal deaths, and chronic illness in surviving children. Infants born with the disease might appear normal initially but develop symptoms within weeks or months: skin lesions, bone deformities, organ damage, neurological problems, failure to thrive. Many died in infancy; those who survived often had permanent disabilities.

Given these factors, Ana's loss of multiple children could be entirely explicable as tragic misfortune rather than malicious action. A woman with active syphilis might lose every child to congenital infection. A family in the 1860s-1870s Banat might see half or more of their children die from the routine infectious diseases of the era. Ten deaths out of eleven births, while extreme, was not impossible through natural causes alone.

And yet.

The woman whose children died at this extraordinary rate was the same woman who would later be convicted of providing arsenic poison to clients, who allegedly killed fifty to one hundred and fifty people over her career, who demonstrated sophisticated knowledge of toxicology and the ability to produce deaths that mimicked natural illness. The woman who lost ten children would, within a decade of the last death, begin systematically helping other women kill their family members.

This timeline raises uncomfortable questions. When did Ana begin studying poisons in earnest? When did she transition from theoretical knowledge to practical experimentation? When did she first prepare a dose of arsenic, first calculate the amount needed to kill, first observe the effects of slow poisoning?

The historical sources state that after her betrayal by the officer, she "channeled her intellect toward intense study in medicine and chemistry." They describe her cultivating "chemical expertise" through "clandestine chemical and herbal studies." These descriptions suggest ongoing, systematic study—not casual reading but serious engagement with toxic substances, their preparation, their dosages, their effects.

Could Ana have used her own children as experimental subjects? The possibility is monstrous but cannot be dismissed entirely. A woman conducting "clandestine chemical and herbal studies" in the 1860s-1870s, learning the practical effects of various substances, might have had opportunities within her own household that aroused no suspicion. A child who died after a brief illness, in an era when children died constantly from illness, would not automatically trigger investigation. Mercury poisoning, arsenic poisoning, poisoning from any of dozens of toxic substances available to someone studying chemistry and herbalism—these could produce symptoms easily mistaken for natural childhood diseases.

Alternatively, and perhaps more likely, Ana might have been simultaneously a grieving mother and a future poisoner. The deaths could have been genuinely natural—heartbreaking losses from congenital syphilis, from the infectious diseases that devastated 19th-century families, from the random cruelty of pre-modern mortality. These repeated griefs might have deepened her misanthropy, hardened her emotionally, made her progressively more indifferent to human life and suffering. A woman who watched ten children die might develop psychological armor that would later enable her to facilitate the deaths of scores of strangers without apparent remorse.

There is a third possibility: selective infanticide. In societies with high infant mortality, some parents practiced covert infanticide of unwanted children—those born with disabilities, those who were too many mouths to feed, those whose existence was inconvenient. Such deaths could easily be disguised among the numerous natural deaths. Ana might have allowed some children to die through neglect or actively killed some while genuinely mourning others who died naturally. This mixed pattern would be impossible to detect retrospectively.

The historical record provides no definitive answer. No contemporary accounts suggest that Ana's neighbors found the mortality rate suspicious. No investigations were conducted. The deaths occurred over approximately fifteen to twenty years—between 1860 and 1880—which meant that at most, Ana was losing a child every year or two, not a rate that would necessarily alarm in an era of high mortality. The pattern only becomes statistically remarkable in retrospect, when examined in light of her later criminal career.

What we can say with certainty is that by the end of her marriage, Ana had experienced extraordinary loss—either as victim or perpetrator or, most disturbingly, as some combination of both. She had endured eleven pregnancies, the physical toll of repeated childbearing. She had buried ten children or watched them sicken and die. Whether this experience produced trauma that contributed to her later crimes, or whether the crimes had already begun within her own household, the result was the same: a woman progressively more isolated, more hardened, more intimate with death.

The single surviving child—unnamed in historical accounts—would witness his or her mother's eventual arrest and trial in the 1920s, when Ana was ninety years old. This survivor had watched ten siblings die, had lived through a childhood marked by repeated loss and grief, and would eventually learn that their elderly mother was accused of being one of Serbia's most prolific murderers. The psychological burden of being Ana's surviving child is difficult to imagine.

​Twenty Years of Marriage

Beyond the question of the children, what was Ana's marriage like? The sources provide few details about the domestic relationship between Ana and Pistov during their two decades together. We can reconstruct the likely contours from what we know of similar marriages in the period and region.

The age gap between them would have shaped the relationship fundamentally. Pistov was likely old enough to be Ana's father, approaching or passing middle age when they married, while she was barely out of her teens. This was not a partnership of equals but a hierarchical relationship where he exercised authority as household head and she served as subordinate domestic manager. The 19th-century model of marriage, particularly in traditional agricultural communities, emphasized male headship and female obedience. A husband's authority over his wife was nearly absolute, limited only by community standards about excessive cruelty.

Ana's education and intelligence would have set her apart from typical farmers' wives, but also potentially created friction. An educated woman married to a less sophisticated man might find intellectual engagement impossible, conversation limited to practical matters of household and farm management. The knowledge that had been cultivated through expensive schooling in Pančevo—her languages, her scientific understanding, her broader awareness of the world beyond Vladimirovac—had no real application in the daily routines of managing a landowner's household.

The marriage was almost certainly not companionate in the modern sense. Romance, emotional intimacy, and partnership were not the expected foundations of marriages in this era and class. Marriages served economic functions: consolidating property, producing legitimate heirs, managing households. Emotional connection might develop, but it was bonus rather than requirement. For Ana and Pistov, with their age gap, her compromised health, and the utilitarian circumstances of their match, genuine intimacy seems unlikely.

Sexually, the relationship would have been complicated by Ana's syphilis. The disease remained infectious during primary and secondary stages and during recurrences of secondary symptoms, which could happen periodically for years. Mercury treatment might have suppressed infectiousness, but 19th-century medicine was uncertain on this point. Pistov likely contracted syphilis from Ana—such transmission within marriage was depressingly common—or perhaps he had already suffered from the disease himself, which might partly explain his willingness to marry a compromised woman. The shared stigma of venereal disease might have created a bond of mutual contamination, a secret shame that united them even as it ensured their social marginality.

The repeated pregnancies suggest regular sexual activity throughout much of the marriage, at least in the earlier years. Eleven pregnancies over twenty years means Ana spent substantial portions of her twenties and thirties pregnant or recovering from childbirth. Each pregnancy carried risks, each delivery was potentially fatal, and the syphilis would have complicated obstetric outcomes. The physical toll on her body was enormous—more so because women in this era typically nursed infants for extended periods, then became pregnant again, creating a relentless cycle of reproduction that exhausted health and aged women prematurely.

Yet somehow, amidst this cycle of pregnancy, childbirth, child-rearing, child death, and household management, Ana pursued her "clandestine chemical and herbal studies." She acquired knowledge of toxic substances, learned preparation techniques, understood dosages. She must have procured materials—arsenic compounds, toxic herbs, preparation equipment. She must have conducted observations, taken notes, systematized her understanding.

Where did she find time and privacy for this? The landowner's house offered more space than peasant cottages, allowing her to claim a room or corner for storage and study. The farm estate likely had outbuildings where materials could be stored without immediate scrutiny. Her education and literacy gave her access to books and publications that would have been incomprehensible to most villagers, allowing her to study openly while others assumed she was merely reading. Her management of household resources, including medicinal herbs and supplies for treating livestock, provided legitimate reasons to possess substances that could be toxic.

Pistov himself may have been indifferent to or unaware of the depth of Ana's studies. An older man, focused on farm management and commercial agriculture, might not have paid close attention to his wife's intellectual pursuits as long as household duties were fulfilled. If asked, Ana could claim she was studying medicine to better care for her ailing children, to understand the disease she carried, to prepare household remedies. All of this would have seemed innocuous—even praiseworthy—in an era when formal medical care was expensive and often ineffective.

The marriage, then, existed on multiple levels simultaneously. Publicly, it was a conventional arrangement: landowner and wife, master and household manager, hierarchical and unremarkable. Privately, it was complicated by disease, by child deaths, by the age and education gaps between the partners. And beneath that, it was the incubation period for a criminal career, the years when Ana transformed from traumatized young woman to sophisticated poisoner, acquiring the knowledge and psychological hardness that would characterize her later decades.

​Death and Liberation

Around 1880, after twenty years of marriage, Pistov died. The historical sources provide no details about his death—no cause, no circumstances, no description of final illness. This silence is itself significant, given what we know about Ana's later career.

The omission invites dark speculation. Did Pistov die naturally, succumbing to one of the many diseases that killed middle-aged and elderly men in 19th-century Europe? Or was he Ana's first adult victim, poisoned with the knowledge she had spent two decades acquiring, his death a template for the scores of murders that would follow?

Consider the possibilities. A slow-acting poison, administered over weeks, producing symptoms that mimicked liver failure, kidney disease, or cardiac problems. Physicians of the era, with limited diagnostic tools, would attribute death to organ failure without investigating further. No autopsy would be performed unless death was sudden and suspicious enough to demand official inquiry. A landowner dying in middle or old age, after apparent illness, would simply be buried with the standard religious ceremony.

If Ana poisoned her husband, it would demonstrate several things. First, that her studies had progressed from theoretical knowledge to practical capability—she could prepare effective doses, administer them without detection, and produce deaths that appeared natural. Second, that she had overcome any moral or emotional barriers to killing—the taboo against murder, the spousal bond (however weak), the social consequences if discovered. Third, that she had calculated the benefits of widowhood and decided they outweighed any value in maintaining the marriage.

Alternatively, Pistov's death might have been entirely natural. Men in their sixties or seventies (his likely age after twenty years of marriage to a woman much younger) died frequently from cardiovascular disease, stroke, infections, cancer, or simple organ failure. The 19th-century Banat was not a place of longevity; life expectancy was short, and those who survived to old age often did so in poor health.

Natural or not, Pistov's death transformed Ana's circumstances profoundly. She was now a widow, freed from the constraints of marriage and entering what was, paradoxically, one of the most autonomous social positions available to women in traditional societies.

​The Liberation of Widowhood

In 19th-century agricultural communities like Vladimirovac, widowhood conferred unusual freedoms. A widow was no longer under her father's authority (she had transferred to her husband's household at marriage) nor her husband's authority (he was dead). She controlled property in her own right—either through dower rights, inheritance, or lifetime use of the estate. She could make decisions about her household, her finances, and her daily activities without requiring male permission.

For Ana, this liberation was both economic and psychological. Economically, she inherited or gained control of Pistov's estate, or at least some substantial portion of it. The details of the inheritance are not recorded, but as his widow with only one surviving child, she would have had significant claims to the property. Even if the surviving child was adult and inherited the bulk of the estate, Ana would have retained dower rights ensuring her maintenance and probably a house in Vladimirovac where she would live for the next fifty-plus years.

This economic independence was crucial. Unlike unmarried women, who typically lived as dependents in male relatives' households, or married women, who legally owned nothing and whose labor and earnings belonged to their husbands, widows could control property, conduct business, enter into contracts, and manage their own affairs. Ana was not wealthy by urban standards, but she had security—enough to maintain herself, to purchase materials, to operate independently.

Psychologically, the liberation was even more profound. For the first time since childhood, Ana answered to no one. She was not her father's daughter, not her husband's wife, not subject to male authority in her daily life. She could structure her days as she wished, pursue her interests without explanation, receive visitors or decline them according to her own judgment. The surveillance that marriage imposed—the expectation that a wife's activities and whereabouts would be known and approved by her husband—dissolved.

For a woman in her forties, educated beyond her community, intellectually sophisticated, psychologically hardened by betrayal and repeated loss, and now possessed of decades of chemical knowledge, this freedom was transformative. The constraints that had limited her—propriety, male supervision, social expectation—loosened or vanished. The question was not whether she could pursue her dark interests, but whether she would.

​The Village Widow: Cover and Opportunity

Ana's social position as a widow was also strategic. In village society, widows occupied a recognized and respected, if somewhat marginal, role. They were often community resources, particularly if they possessed useful knowledge. Elderly widows might serve as midwives, healers, advisors on traditional practices, and sources of folk wisdom. They were expected to be somewhat eccentric, to have strong opinions, to be independent-minded.

This social role provided perfect cover for what Ana was becoming. The transition from widow to "wise woman" to "Baba Anujka"—Grandmother Anujka—would have been gradual and organic. She might have started by helping neighbors with minor ailments, preparing herbal remedies for common complaints, offering medical advice drawn from her studies. Her education, which had made her anomalous as a young woman, was now an asset that explained her knowledge and capabilities.

As "Baba Anujka," she could cultivate the persona of a folk healer without arousing suspicion. She could receive visitors—women seeking advice, help, remedies—without this being remarkable. She could discuss domestic problems, abusive husbands, family tensions, inheritance disputes, all under the guise of providing counsel or preparing traditional remedies. She could maintain a supply of herbs, compounds, and preparations in her house, all explainable as the tools of her healing practice.

The genius of her eventual operation was precisely this blurring of lines between legitimate folk healing and criminal poisoning. When she sold "magic water" to women seeking to kill their husbands, the transaction occurred within a cultural framework that made sense to her clients. They were consulting a traditional healer, someone whose knowledge of potent substances was recognized and respected. The fact that the "magic water" contained arsenic rather than merely ineffective herbs was obscured by the clients' own belief in supernatural causation and by their genuine ignorance of chemistry.

Ana, in her freedom as a widow, had found the perfect criminal business model: operating within traditional cultural forms while actually providing chemical murder for hire. Her education allowed her to prepare effective poisons. Her widowhood gave her the independence to operate without supervision. Her age and social position gave her cover as a traditional wise woman. And the cultural context of the Banat—with its mixture of folk belief and modern skepticism, its weak state presence, its resistance to official intrusion—provided an environment where such an operation could flourish.

​The Threshold of Darkness

By 1880, Ana di Pištonja stood at a threshold. She was in her early forties, a widow with one surviving child, possessed of extraordinary education, decades of chemical study, and deep reservoirs of misanthropy. She had been betrayed, diseased, socially ruined, married to an older man for practical reasons, and subjected to twenty years of pregnancy, childbirth, and child death. She had studied poisons systematically, understood their preparation and effects, and possibly already tested her knowledge—on her children, on her husband, or in small experiments that left no historical trace.

She was also, for the first time in her life, truly free. No father to answer to. No husband to obey. No children to care for (except the one survivor, presumably now approaching adulthood and independent). No social constraints that could not be navigated or ignored. No authority supervising her daily activities.

The question was what she would do with this freedom. The historical sources indicate that she "dedicated herself fully to her clandestine chemical and herbal studies" after her husband's death. This suggests an intensification of her existing interests, a deepening of knowledge, a transition from theoretical understanding to practical capability.

But also, at some point in the years after 1880, Ana began her career as a poisoner. The exact start date is unclear—the sources speak of a forty- to fifty-year enterprise, which would place its beginning in the 1880s or perhaps early 1890s, when Ana was in her forties or fifties. The transition from studying poisons to selling them, from understanding death to facilitating it for profit, occurred somewhere in this period of widowed independence.

What prompted the transition? Perhaps economic need—her inheritance might have been modest, and selling poisons offered income. Perhaps social observation—watching women in the village trapped in abusive marriages, recognizing a demand for her services. Perhaps psychological compulsion—the misanthropy that had been developing since the officer's betrayal finally finding active expression. Perhaps simple opportunity—the confluence of knowledge, freedom, and market demand.

Or perhaps there was no single moment of decision, but rather a gradual slide from preparation of folk remedies to preparation of toxic substances to, eventually, the explicit sale of poison disguised as "magic water." The first client might have approached her seeking genuine help for an abusive situation, and Ana, recognizing opportunity, provided a lethal solution. The success of that first transaction—the woman's problem solved, the husband dead, no investigation launched—would have demonstrated the viability of the enterprise.

From that point forward, the logic was inexorable. If she had done it once successfully, she could do it again. If one woman would pay, others would. If the local authorities failed to detect the first murder, they would likely fail to detect subsequent ones. The system she had studied during her years of seclusion and widowhood—the gap between folk culture and state authority, the resistance to autopsies, the tendency to attribute deaths to natural causes, the protection that client secrecy provided—could be systematically exploited.

By the late 1880s or early 1890s, Baba Anujka was likely operating. The Witch of Vladimirovac was in business. The woman who had been created by one man's casual cruelty decades earlier was now creating widows by the dozen, liberating women by facilitating murder, accumulating deaths and dinars in equal measure.

Her marriage to the landowner Pistov had provided the bridge between victimized young woman and systematic poisoner. Those twenty years had given her time to study, opportunity to experiment, cover for her activities, and eventually—through widowhood—liberation into the freedom necessary to pursue her dark vocation.

Ten children lay in graves, whether as victims of disease or of their mother's experiments. Pistov himself lay buried, dead by natural causes or by the wife who had studied poisons throughout their marriage. And Ana, now Baba Anujka, stood ready to add scores more to her tally.

The education, the betrayal, the disease, the marriage, the deaths, the widowhood—all had conspired to create one of the Banat's most prolific killers. The only question that remained was how long she could continue before the system finally noticed, before the bodies accumulated in sufficient numbers to overcome the cultural and institutional barriers that protected her.

The answer, as it turned out, was decades. Baba Anujka would poison her way through the twilight of Austria-Hungary, through the chaos of World War I, through the birth of Yugoslavia, deep into her own extreme old age. The making of the poisoner was complete. The business of death was about to begin in earnest.
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​Chapter 5: The Birth of the Folk Healer
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​The Tradition of the Baba

In the villages of the 19th-century Banat, when a child fell ill with fever, when a woman struggled through difficult labor, when a man's wound festered and refused to heal, the first recourse was not to a physician—for physicians were rare, expensive, and distant. The first recourse was to the baba, the grandmother, the wise woman who knew the old ways.

The term baba carried layers of meaning in Slavic and Balkan cultures. Literally "grandmother" or "old woman," it denoted not merely biological relationship but social role and accumulated wisdom. A baba was a woman who had lived long enough to see patterns, who had survived the dangers that killed younger women, who had accumulated knowledge through observation and experience. She was midwife, healer, counselor, keeper of traditional knowledge. She stood at the intersection of the domestic and the supernatural, the practical and the mystical, the everyday and the sacred.

Every village had its babas—some specializing in childbirth, others in herbal remedies, still others in divination and protection against evil. They were not professional medical practitioners in the modern sense; they charged modestly or accepted payment in kind—a chicken, a measure of grain, a length of cloth. They operated within traditional frameworks of reciprocity and community obligation, providing services that no formal institution offered.

The folk healing tradition of the Banat was particularly rich because the region's multilingual, multi-ethnic character meant that knowledge systems overlapped and reinforced one another. Romanian folk medicine, with its Latin-derived terminology and connections to Mediterranean herbalism, mingled with Serbian Orthodox traditions that incorporated Byzantine medical concepts. German settlers brought Central European plant lore. Hungarian influences added another layer. Roma communities, often marginalized but recognized for specialized knowledge, contributed their own herbal traditions.

What emerged was a syncretic medical culture where a single healer might use Romanian plant names, invoke Serbian Orthodox saints, apply treatment methods of German origin, and explain illness through concepts that blended humoral theory, Christian cosmology, and pre-Christian superstition. A fever might be attributed to imbalance of hot and cold humors, or to a curse, or to improper diet, or to the evil eye—and the treatment might address all these explanations simultaneously through a combination of herbal teas, prayer, dietary restrictions, and protective charms.

This was the cultural space that Ana di Pištonja, newly widowed, began to occupy in the 1880s. Her transition from landowner's widow to Baba Anujka was not a dramatic transformation but a gradual emergence into a role that village society already recognized and expected.

​The Widow's Knowledge

Ana possessed advantages that made her exceptionally suited to the role of folk healer, advantages that would also make her extraordinarily dangerous once she chose to weaponize her knowledge.

First, her education. While typical babas learned through oral tradition and apprenticeship—watching their mothers and grandmothers, learning by doing, accumulating practical experience—Ana had studied systematically. She could read medical texts in multiple languages. She understood concepts like chemical composition, dosage calculation, and physiological mechanisms that were completely foreign to traditional healers. She knew not just that certain plants had certain effects, but why they worked, how they could be prepared for maximum potency, and how they interacted with the human body.

Second, her decades of "intense study in medicine and chemistry" during her marriage had given her practical expertise in preparing substances. She knew how to extract active principles from plants through distillation, infusion, or decoction. She understood concentration and dilution. She could calculate precisely how much of a substance would produce a therapeutic effect, how much would cause harm, how much would kill. This quantitative precision separated her from traditional healers who worked by approximation and experience.

Third, her social position. As a widow of some means, living in her own house, no longer subject to male authority, she had independence that younger women lacked. She could receive visitors without needing to explain herself to a husband or father. She could maintain stores of herbs, compounds, and equipment without immediate supervision. She could conduct her activities with a privacy that was unusual for women in close-knit village society.

Fourth, her age. By the 1880s, Ana was in her forties—old enough to be respected as a woman of experience, young enough to be active and vigorous. In an era when life expectancy was short, a woman in her forties had already achieved a kind of survivorship that conferred authority. She had lived through dangers that killed others. She had borne children (eleven of them!), establishing her as someone who understood women's bodies and reproductive matters. She was approaching the age when women became babas in the traditional sense.

Finally, her misanthropy and trauma had given her something equally important: emotional distance. Effective healers needed a certain hardness, an ability to witness suffering without being overwhelmed by it, to make clinical decisions even when patients were in agony, to accept death as an inevitable outcome. Ana's betrayal, disease, and years of child death had stripped away normal emotional responses, leaving her capable of coldness that traditional healers, who were usually motivated by compassion and community obligation, typically lacked.

She was, in short, perfectly positioned to become an exceptionally capable folk healer—or an exceptionally dangerous poisoner masquerading as one.

​Building the Reputation

Ana's emergence as Baba Anujka likely began innocuously, with small acts of healing that established her reputation within Vladimirovac and neighboring villages. The process would have been organic, built through word-of-mouth and successful treatments that demonstrated her superior knowledge.

Perhaps it started with a neighbor seeking advice for a common ailment—a digestive complaint, a skin rash, a persistent cough. Ana, drawing on her chemical and medical knowledge, would have prepared a remedy more sophisticated than typical village treatments. Where another healer might offer a simple herbal tea, Ana might prepare a tincture—herbs extracted in alcohol to concentrate the active principles. Where someone else might suggest a poultice of crushed leaves, Ana might create a salve using rendered fats as a carrier for carefully prepared plant extracts.

The results would have been noticeably superior. Her remedies worked more reliably because they were more scientifically sound. Her dosages were precise rather than approximate. Her understanding of which plants affected which symptoms was systematic rather than empirical. Patients who consulted her got better, more consistently than those who relied on less knowledgeable healers.

Word spread. In village society, reputation was everything. A few successful treatments would lead to more consultations. Women would tell other women: "If you have that problem, see Baba Anujka. She has strong medicine. She knows things the others don't." The multilingual environment of the Banat helped spread her reputation across ethnic communities—Romanian women would tell Serbian neighbors, who would tell German acquaintances, expanding her potential client base beyond a single village.

Ana's education became an asset in this context, though she would have presented it carefully. She could not openly claim scientific training—that would have been suspicious, placing her outside the traditional framework that made folk healers acceptable. Instead, she would have wrapped her knowledge in acceptable narratives: she had learned from books of old wisdom, she had studied with a learned elder, she had received knowledge through dreams or visions, she had inherited secret family recipes. The truth—that she had studied chemistry texts in German—would have been translated into culturally appropriate explanations that villagers could understand and accept.

She also began to cultivate the persona of mystery and power that would eventually earn her the title "The Banat Witch." Folk healers were often semi-magical figures, their effectiveness attributed partly to knowledge and partly to supernatural gifts. Ana likely encouraged this perception, allowing clients to believe she had special powers, that her remedies worked through forces beyond ordinary understanding. This served multiple purposes: it enhanced her reputation, justified her higher fees, and—crucially—would later provide deniability when her "remedies" proved lethal.

The physical trappings of her practice would have reinforced this mystique. Her house became her workspace, arranged to impress and intimidate clients. Bundles of dried herbs hanging from rafters. Rows of bottles and jars containing mysterious substances, some labeled in Latin or German that clients couldn't read. Perhaps a workspace with mortars and pestles, distillation equipment, scales for weighing ingredients—all the apparatus that looked arcane and powerful to people unfamiliar with chemistry. Books on shelves, their mere presence impressive in a largely illiterate community.

She would have received clients in a manner that combined medical consultation with ritual. Questions about symptoms, diet, daily habits—standard diagnostic inquiry that demonstrated attention and competence. But also questions about dreams, about enemies, about spiritual matters—acknowledging the supernatural framework through which many villagers understood illness. Preparation of remedies might involve not just mixing ingredients but incantations, specific timing (midnight, full moon, particular saint's days), instructions for administration that incorporated ritual elements.

All of this was theater, but effective theater. It established Ana as someone powerful and knowledgeable, someone whose remedies worked, someone to be respected and perhaps feared. By the late 1880s or early 1890s, Baba Anujka would have been well-established as Vladimirovac's preeminent folk healer, with clients coming from surrounding villages as well.

​The Intersection of Chemistry and Superstition

The genius of Ana's operation—both as healer and later as poisoner—was her ability to operate simultaneously in two knowledge systems: the scientific chemistry she understood and the folk superstition her clients believed.

Traditional Banat herbalism was based on centuries of empirical observation. Villagers knew that willow bark tea reduced fever and pain (it contains salicylic acid, the precursor to aspirin). They knew that poppy preparations brought sleep and eased pain (opium). They knew that certain mushrooms could kill, that moldy bread might help infected wounds (penicillin-producing molds), that foxglove could steady an irregular heartbeat (digitalis). This knowledge was real and often effective, even though the mechanisms were not understood.

But traditional herbalism was also limited by its lack of systematization. Dosages were approximate: "a handful," "three leaves," "enough to cover a coin." Preparation methods varied: some healers used hot water, some cold, some alcohol, producing extracts of wildly different potency. Quality control was nonexistent—two plants of the same species grown in different conditions might have vastly different concentrations of active compounds. And most critically, traditional healers couldn't distinguish clearly between correlation and causation, between treatments that worked because of their chemical properties and rituals that seemed to work because patients recovered coincidentally.

Ana brought chemical precision to this traditional framework. She could prepare standardized extracts of known concentration. She understood that active principles needed to be extracted efficiently and could choose the proper solvent—water, alcohol, oils—for different compounds. She knew that dosage was critical, that the difference between therapeutic and toxic doses could be precise and that effects scaled with patient body weight and health status.

But she disguised this scientific knowledge within traditional forms. When she prepared an effective remedy for fever, she used willow bark like any traditional healer—but she extracted it more efficiently, concentrated it more effectively, and calculated dosage more precisely. The client saw a traditional herbal tea and attributed its effectiveness to Baba Anujka's special knowledge or supernatural power. The reality was prosaic: better chemistry producing more reliable results.

This dual operation allowed Ana to be exceptionally effective as a legitimate healer when she chose to be. Her remedies worked better than others because they were essentially proto-pharmaceutical preparations. But it also meant that when she decided to harm rather than heal, she could prepare poisons of precisely calculated lethality while clients believed they were receiving magical potions.

The cultural belief system provided perfect cover. In the Banat's folk worldview, the line between healing and harming was understood to be thin. Powerful healers were often feared as much as respected because the knowledge that could cure could also curse. A baba who could heal with herbs might also know which herbs killed. A wise woman who could help a difficult birth might also know how to prevent pregnancy or induce abortion. The same substances that brought sleep in small doses brought death in large ones.

This moral ambiguity in folk medicine meant that Ana's eventual turn to poisoning existed on a continuum rather than representing a sharp break. She wasn't abandoning folk healing to become a poisoner; she was exploiting folk healing's dark potential, the recognition that knowledge of beneficial substances necessarily included knowledge of harmful ones.

​The First Consultations: Domestic Desperation

The clients who would eventually purchase Ana's "magic water" to kill their husbands began arriving at her door seeking legitimate help for the domestic problems that plagued women in the late 19th-century Banat. Understanding these consultations is crucial to understanding how Ana's poisoning enterprise developed.

Rural women in this era faced circumstances that modern observers might struggle to fully comprehend. Marriages were economic arrangements made by families, with minimal input from the women themselves. A girl might be married at fifteen or sixteen to a man twice her age or older, chosen by her parents for economic reasons—to consolidate land, settle debts, forge alliances. She had no legal right to refuse. Once married, she was legally and practically subordinate to her husband, who had near-absolute authority over her person, labor, and any property she might have brought to the marriage.

Domestic violence was endemic and socially accepted within broad parameters. A husband was entitled to "discipline" his wife, and beating that didn't result in serious visible injury was considered a private family matter. The Orthodox and Catholic churches, which dominated the Banat's religious life, reinforced wifely submission as religious duty. Divorce was extremely difficult, often impossible, and carried devastating social and economic consequences for women. Separation meant losing children, property, and social position.

Alcoholism compounded the violence. The Banat, like many agricultural regions, had a culture of heavy drinking. Rakija—fruit brandy—was produced locally and consumed in quantities that would be considered alarming today. Men drank after field work, during social gatherings, at religious festivals, out of boredom during long winters. Chronic alcoholism led to unpredictable behavior, economic irresponsibility (drinking away money needed for household expenses), neglect of farm duties, and increased violence.

Women trapped in such marriages had virtually no recourse. They could appeal to their families, but parents were often unwilling to accept a married daughter back—it brought shame and expense, and might damage relationships with the husband's family. They could appeal to religious authorities, but priests typically counseled patience, prayer, and submission rather than intervention. They could, theoretically, appeal to secular authorities, but in rural areas, police presence was minimal, domestic matters were considered private, and a woman accusing her husband faced skepticism and social ostracism.

Into this desperate situation came whispered knowledge: there was a woman in Vladimirovac, Baba Anujka, who could help. She understood women's troubles. She had remedies for problems that seemed insoluble. Women began arriving at Ana's door, initially seeking conventional remedies or advice.

"My husband drinks and beats me. Can you give me something to calm him, to make him stop?"

"My husband is destroying our farm with his drinking. My children go hungry. Is there something that would make him sick enough to stop?"

"I married a cruel man. I am miserable. Can you help me?"

Ana, in these early consultations, probably offered conventional remedies at first. Herbal sedatives to be slipped into an abusive husband's food. Substances to cause temporary illness that might frighten him into better behavior. Charms or rituals that clients believed might change their circumstances. These were within the traditional scope of folk healing—babas had always helped women manage difficult domestic situations through minor interventions.

But some women wanted more permanent solutions. And Ana, observing the desperation, recognizing the market demand, and possessed of the technical knowledge to provide such solutions, began to understand the business opportunity before her.

​The Critical Transition: From Healer to Poisoner

The transition from legitimate folk healer to professional poisoner was likely gradual rather than sudden—a series of small escalations, each justified to herself through the genuine desperation of her clients and her own deep-seated misanthropy toward men and the patriarchal system.

Perhaps the first killing wasn't even consciously intended as murder. A woman might have come to Ana with a story of extreme abuse, begging for something strong, something that would make her husband seriously ill—ill enough to stop his violence, perhaps even to die if God willed it. Ana, moved by the story or simply seeing opportunity, might have prepared a remedy that was deliberately on the edge of toxic—not quite enough to guarantee death, but enough that an already unhealthy man might succumb.

When he died, multiple things would have happened. The widow would have been grateful—liberated from abuse, freed to remarry or live independently, possibly inheriting property. She would have paid Ana generously, perhaps more than agreed upon, in gratitude for her deliverance. And critically, no investigation would have occurred. The man had been ill, had been seen to be declining, and his death from apparent natural causes would surprise no one.

Ana would have learned several crucial lessons from this first successful killing:

First, that it worked. Her chemical knowledge translated into practical murder. The poison she prepared produced death that appeared natural.

Second, that there was no detection. Without autopsy, arsenic poisoning was indistinguishable from many common terminal illnesses. The symptoms—gastrointestinal distress, progressive weakness, organ failure—matched cholera, dysentery, and various other killing diseases of the era.

Third, that clients wouldn't betray her. The widow had as much to lose as Ana if the truth emerged. Mutual criminality created mutual silence. The client couldn't expose Ana without confessing to murder.

Fourth, that the cultural framework protected the transaction. If anyone asked about the widow's visit to Baba Anujka, the explanation was simple: she sought help for her husband's illness. That Baba Anujka's remedy failed to cure him was unfortunate but not suspicious. Folk remedies often failed; that was accepted reality.

Fifth, that demand existed and would grow. The widow would tell other desperate women, carefully, quietly, that Baba Anujka could help with certain problems—problems that had no other solution.
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