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criminous [krim-uh-nuhs] (adj.) against the law; forbidden by law

1425-1475, Middle English

First, there are frequent records of criminous clerks handed over to the bishop, in the ordinary routine, by the lay justices.

CHAUCER AND HIS ENGLAND|G. G. COULTON
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William Roughead is among the founders and one of the great popularizers of the “true crime” genre as it blossomed in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. It is a true crime that he is nearly forgotten, so unlike other popular writers of the era, such as Conan Doyle and Edmund Pearson. 

Roughead called himself a “historian of homicide.” He was a reporter in that he recorded the facts and evidence of a case. But he was much more. As an attorney, he understood procedures, the legal actors in a trial and their appropriate roles and duties, with stress on appropriate in that he was quick to critique judge or prosecutor or defense attorney for failings in procedure or presentation of evidence, or simply ignoring evidence. It is in this respect that Roughead set himself apart with commentary and insight about the facts and with his expertise in the law. Such commentary elevated his work from a mere recounting of events or recitation of words said in court to a more critical analysis. However, he does not wander into fiction, in which his acquaintances and correspondents such as Doyle and Pearson had fared so well. 

Though undeniably an author for a popular audience, his legal background and the critical instincts of a journalist made him much more than a mere transcriber of cases or reporter of trial proceedings and outcomes. His commentary often was sharp, as he reassessed evidence, procedure, actions or lack thereof by judges, defense, and prosecution. 

Writing extensively for Scotland’s Juridical Review, his realism stemmed from, according to Roughead himself, having sat in on many of Edinburgh’s most notable murder trials from `1889 to 1949. He spared no detail in terms of gore and vile motives, and readers apparently loved him for it. 

From 1913 to 1941, Roughead published 119 essays and 14 books, with many of the essays having originally appeared in the Juridical Review, a Scottish legal journal. He republished the articles in a series of anthologies, centered on, of course, murder, and noting such in the book titles: Mainly Murder (1937), The Enjoyment of Murder (1938), Murder and More Murder (1939), The Murderer’s Companion (1941), The Art of Murder (1943), Nothing But Murder (1946).  Roughead also was an editor and contributor in the Notable Scottish Trials series, which began publication in 1905, and merged with Notable English Trials in 1921 to become the series Notable British Trials. 

In addition to contemporary trials, he wrote on historical trials. He went as far back as 1688 for the case of Philip Stanfield, the last person in Scotland to be convicted via the “Law of the Bier, whereby, in the Ordeal by Touch, the bleeding of the slain corpse at the murder’s touch betokens guilt.” He found in 1788 a case he called the inspiration for Robert Louis Stevenson’s Jekyll and Hyde. William Brodie was by day a respectable cabinet maker, by night a master burglar. But as he analyzed the cases, he admitted that discerning motives often was a challenge. He understood murder for gain, jealousy, revenge. But to the typical list of motives, he added: “Murder for fun: to cover the many cases in which no possible motive for the crime is conceivable to the ordinary mind.” He noted Jack the Ripper.​[1]
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“Murder literature”
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Roughead was enamored of “murder literature,” deeming the Elizabethan era the high point of the genre, citing Shakespeare in particular as MacBeth “wades in blood,” Othello “smothers horribly his innocent and loving lady,” while the curtain falls on Hamlet’s stage “littered with corpses.” He has a long list of “most satisfying books,” fiction and non-fiction. Following a list of favorites, Roughead noted that one digesting these “admirable works may safely begin practice on his own account. In them he will find all that can be taught regarding the art and craft of homicide: how, and (even more important) how not to do it.” He went on to point out he was not endorsing such action and that murderers shared a common trait of “self-conceit,” an overblown sense of self-importance and megalomania.​[2] 

In July 1893, he was admitted to the Society of Writers to her Majesty’s Signet, which was a solicitor’s association and has evolved to be a body devoted to high standards in the legal profession. In his earlier days, Roughead dedicated himself primarily to practicing law, but as he delved deeper into crime writing his law practice ebbed. His first book appeared in 1901, and was, incongruently enough, a collection of verse – Rhyme without Reason. His first crime books appeared in 1906, Trial of Doctor Pritchard and Trial of Deacon Brodie. 

By the turn of the century, crime stories and novels, along with Wild West yarns, may well have been the most popular genres of a booming, growing market. In the 19th century, the market had exploded with new readers, and so the tidal wave of dime novels and penny dreadfuls in America and Great Britain. Technology had decreased the cost of production, and increased literacy swelled the market. Literature be damned – reading was entertainment. 

One of the great accelerators of crime and mystery stories was Strand magazine, which first appeared in England in January 1891. Like its American counterparts such as Harper’s and Scribner’s, Strand used pictures and exciting stories. It published the first Sherlock Holmes mystery in June 1891, and the public loved it. Circulation swelled, and was maintained for many years, to a half million. Other editors and publishers noticed, and so went the explosion of crime stories. As for Roughead, it meant he came along at the right time.​[3] 

Roughead and his contemporaries

His extensive correspondence with other literary figures of the era included Arthur Conan Doyle, Henry James, and Joseph Conrad. In addition to such literary luminaries, his audience included President Franklin D. Roosevelt, who had a shelf of Roughead books in the office. Perhaps most significant, in terms of Roughead’s popularity and for his own edification, was the rich and productive correspondence with Edmund Pearson, variously anointed the “American master of the (true crime) genre in the early 20th century,” making Roughead’s correspondence with Pearson of special interest. Roughead has been described as Pearson’s Scots counterpart. Much of the extensive correspondence between the two was collected in Richard Whittington-Egan’s William Roughead’s Chronicles of Murder. Most of Pearson’s books appeared from 1909 to 1976, largely overlapping Roughead’s most productive years. Pearson’s best-known work probably was The Trial of Lizzie Borden (1937), of axe-murder fame. 

Pearson was nearly as productive as Roughead, if not more so, according to Roughead, in a letter to Pearson after the 1929 publication of The Evil That Men Do, for which Pearson had pulled together four Juridical Review articles and 10 chapters from Roughead’s Twelve Scots Trials. Pearson wrote the introduction for The Evil That Men Do, in two volumes, and published it in New York in 1929.​[4]

Roughead’s wit and intimacy with Pearson is exemplified in a passage from a letter Roughead wrote to Pearson after publication of The Evil That Men Do: “What an amazing man you are! The late Lord Kames would have described you (not without reason) as a ‘prolific bitch’. Here has arrived a new work from your indefatigable pen, and I stand aghast at the appalling quality of your industry....” He goes on in self-deprecating fashion to bemoan his own lack of industry. Roughead had written in another letter, he was “very proud” that his name appeared on a cover with Pearson’s.​[5]

His skill as a reporter and insight as a lawyer is apparent in a number of Roughead’s essays, particularly one of his most popular works, The Trial of Oscar Slater. The case also stirred the interest of Arthur Conan Doyle. In December 1908, Oscar Slater was prosecuted for slaying an elderly woman. Police appeared to have fixed the evidence to fit their theory of the crime. An elderly woman was beaten to death in her upstairs room in a Glasgow house. Two people had passed a man as they went to the woman’s room. They provided police a rather general descriptions, which varied slightly in details. The description police settled on was a man 25 to 30 years old, clean shaven, about 5-feet-7 to 5-feet-8 tall. He had on a dark grey overcoat and black hat. The only missing item at the scene of the crime was a diamond crescent brooch, other pieces of jewelry having been left behind. A few days later, a jeweler told police a man named “Oscar” had offered up a brooch. Police decided it was Oscar Slater. Subsequently, police found the pawned brooch was legitimately Slater’s. In the meantime, Slater had left for New York, but returned after hearing of the case and wanting to straighten it out. Other witnesses appeared, even a 14-year-old girl who had seen a man resembling Slater near the scene of the crime. In May 1909, Slater was found guilty and sentenced to be hanged, which ultimately was commuted to life only a few days before the scheduled execution. 

Roughead’s 1910 booklet The Trial of Oscar Slater set out in detail the shortcomings of the evidence and inconsistencies in testimony. Doyle had already been approached by Slater’s attorney to lend his celebrity credentials to their case. With Roughead’s assistance, Doyle assembled a booklet, “The Case of Oscar Slater,” which also enumerated the shortcomings of evidence and procedure. In the meantime, more evidence surfaced. In 1927, after nearly 20 years, Slater was freed. Roughead was not much involved at this point, when Doyle’s celebrity and public pressure were brought to bear on the case. But with the retrial of Slater, Roughead himself had testified. The original finding of guilt was set aside. Over the years, Roughead had edited four editions of the Slater trial proceedings.​[6]

That Doyle’s celebrity should aid in the case of Slater speaks to the rise of crime writing – whether fiction or “true” – over the latter 19th and early 20th century. In American, it was Pearson who had the ear of the masses when it came to the genre. If for no other reason, these writers were commanding some level of respect as a matter of their great popularity. The grist for dime novels and the penny press of the mid- to late-nineteenth century found company with the coming of pulp fiction. All of them popular, indifferent to the sensibilities of the literati, sensational and unbound from convention, lurid and alluring. 
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The empirical age
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Roughead’s facticity may have found appeal, too, in the general rise of the empirical age. At this time, scientific lectures often were presented as entertainment, employing such things as hypnotism or chemistry stunts. In this respect, Roughead was very much in step with the sentiments of the era. He offered the facts, i.e., the testimony and the evidence, as a foundation for his sometimes-harsh critiques of procedure or personnel. 

In some respects, Roughead both anticipates and follows the wildly popular Doyle’s Holmes model in that Roughead, in his essays on the cases, deals with facts, not emotion, and logic. When he faults judges, attorneys, police and juries, it is often because they leap to or presume conclusions and fail to employ fact and logic over impulse and emotion. Though Roughead offered opinion and analyses of cases, he does so in light of evidence and procedure, not, say, the generally dubious or tawdry ways of a suspect. Fact, logic, and law should be the determinants of guilt. For example, in “The Sandyford Mystery, or Where was the Murderer?” he took to task an inept defense and a biased judge, and drew on the popular press and public outcry in the case of a brutal slaying in a Glasgow house in 1862, one of Roughead’s “historical” cases. Roughead’s account provided details of evidence and testimony against Jessie M’Lachlan, a servant employed in the house of the Fleming family. Jessie M’Pherson was slain, apparently, with a cleaver. Roughead suspected an elderly family member, James Fleming, of the killing. He “remained a man of the working class... spoke broad Scots, ... his manners rude and unpolished, and he was a difficult fit into the genteel middle-class circle of which the Fleming family was an ornament.” He lived in the downstairs of the house, and even consorted with the maidservants. Amorous impulses often accompanied his drinking binges. In 1852, he had a child by one of the servants.​[7] 

“The Sandyford Mystery” was Roughead in fine form. He detailed evidence and testimony, which in turn gave him the opportunity to delve into inconsistencies in each. That, in turn, meant he could credibly and sharply criticize the defense and the judge in the trial. The latter, Roughead quotes Law Magazine, “Instead of maintaining a proper judicial equilibrium, and holding the balance of justice even, he put his foot fiercely into one scale and kicked at the other.... [The charge to the jury] lasted four hours, and from beginning to end of it there is not one observation favourable to the prisoner; not one fair consideration of doubt in her favour; not one suggestion that any fact renders her guilt a matter of the least doubt.” The facts in the defendant’s favor, Roughead opined, were “either quietly ignored or disposed of by reckless assertion of the most transparent sophistry....”​[8]

Roughead detailed the prisoner’s statement, which explained her innocence and the details of the case in a very different scenario from what the court was accepting. But the statement was not accepted by the court. Though the judicial charge took four hours, the jury verdict took only 15 minutes. Public denunciation of the conduct of the trial was prompt and loud. “Now that the cat was out of the bag, public opinion ran strongly in favour of the condemned woman’s story.” Jessie M’Lachlan spent 15 years in prison, according to Roughead.​[9] 
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An ear for the sensational
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Illustrative of Roughead’s ear for the sensational was “The Wolves of the West Port: A Tale of Terror.” It was two men, William Burke and William Hare, who were suspected of committing 16 murders over 10 months in 1825 Edinburgh. The cadavers were sold to Robert Knox for medical research and dissection in the Royal College of Surgeons. Ultimately, Burke was found guilty of one murder and hanged, immunity having been granted to Hare if he provided evidence in that one murder. He ended up confessing to 16 murders. Perhaps the one garnering the most public approbation was the killing of an elderly woman and her grandson, who was mute. Burke apparently killed the boy by putting him across his knee and breaking his back. Roughead commented: “Of all the damnable deeds whereby his conscience was branded this is the only one that troubled it: he was haunted o’ nights by the piteous look in the dumb boy’s eyes.” The bodies were too much for a chest, the usual means of transporting bodies to the college, so they were crammed into a herring barrel for transport.​[10] 

At the time, the demand for bodies for medical research had given rise to grave robbing, which in turn created a market for “resurrectionists.” Contrary to popular legend, Burke and Hare were not grave robbers. 

In a bit of ironic justice, after Burke was hanged, his corpse was dissected, and the skeleton put on display at the Edinburgh Medical School. The dissections were public affairs, and the crowds so large that people were admitted to the spectacle in groups of 50. He was subsequently skinned and his body salted down for future lectures. Roughead noted, “Never was murderer more comprehensively disposed of; never was justice more amply satisfied; never was ‘subject’ more effectively ‘burked’ (sic: suffocated).”​[11]

Roughead’s outrage and idea of justice was not satisfied, because Burke escaped to places unknown, though rumor had it he ended up a blind street beggar. As for Dr. Knox, he was not prosecuted, and was allowed to continue in the college’s faculty. But his class sizes dwindled, and he eventually left for Argyle Square Medical School, “a marked declension.” He was unable to raise classes in Glasgow, then he went on to London as a hackney, or cab driver. The West Port murders, according to Roughead, resulted in the 1832 Anatomy Act, which abolished the secret supply sources that “brought about the downfall of the brilliant but unconscionable scientist.”​[12]
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Roughead’s resurrectionists
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Roughead’s rogues in “The Wolves of West Port” deemed themselves “resurrectionists,” as they brought the victims to new life, sort of, in the public dissections. In not so similar fashion, we too are resurrectionists, as we strive to bring from the literary grave a figure deserving a new life. 

When his name first came to our attention in 2021, we were astonished. Both editors had been reading fictional crime and true crime stories for many years, and we had never heard his name mentioned or written. Who was this obscure figure?

He was not as obscure as we had first imagined, but he was by no means well known. If you actually wanted to read some of his work, you could do it, but try to find a local library that stocked any of his books. Still, we made the effort because we believed his story itself was so intriguing. This man, we had heard, had watched just about every famous murder trial in Great Britain during his adult life.

More important than just watching the trials, we found as many others had done before us, Roughead dug deeply into the evidence, the characters, the circumstances of the crime, and the procedures of justice. Fortunately for us, he wrote about many of these cases with a style that puts the reader inside the courtroom, watching intently and listening to his commentary. As Luc Sante writes in the introduction to Roughead’s collection Classic Crimes:

His prose represents the full range of the English language, circa 1880, as played on a cathedral organ with the largest possible number of manuals, pedals, and stops. He traffics in rare words, disused expressions, abstruse variants, and strictly local idioms, deploying them for reasons that are sometimes historical, sometimes psychological, often shamelessly musical.​[13]

The stories that Roughead tells are not classic mysteries in any sense. Rather they are true stories well-told — in other words, good journalism. Again, Luc Sante:

They are anything but cozy. Roughead is not especially interested in clever paradoxes and neat resolutions; in fact he is not nearly as fascinated by the clue-hunting and deductive cogitation aspects of his cases as he is by their elaboration in the courtroom. A murder for him is of interest chieﬂy insofar as it provides the premise for a rich, complex trial at which personalities can clash, unfold, reveal their wrinkles.​[14]

Roughead’s anthologies of  Juridical Review articles brought his work to the general public, and he gained a wide set of admirers, from novelists Henry James and Dorothy L. Sayers to President Franklin Roosevelt, as we noted previously.

Joyce Carol Oats, in a 1999 essay for the New York Review of Books, wrote this about Roughead:

Roughead wrote in a style that combined intelligence, witty skepticism, and a flair for old-fashioned storytelling and moralizing; his accounts of murder cases and trials have the advantage of being concise and pointed, like folk tales. ​[15]

Why is William Roughead not a household name (among true crime aficionados, at least) like that of Truman Capote? That is a hard question to answer. There are several possibilities to consider.

One is that Roughead’s work, popular as it was with American readers, was made available largely through inexpensive “bookclub editions.” These books were made to be sold cheaply. Simply because of their physical structure and vulnerability, they are not the kind of books that librarians like to put onto their shelves. They tear up too easily. Another reason for Roughead’s obscurity now might be the timing of his death. He died in 1952, just as the age of television was dawning. None of his stories were picked up or adapted for television.
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