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FOREWORD









Geoffrey Abbott is an enthusiast, a natural storyteller with a gift for resuscitating dead trifles. With inside information and access to the worst, he revels in shocking and enlightening. 




  He is an actor on a paperback stage relishing the role of narrator, star and epilogist. He defies you to leave his theatre until you have the player's last words haunting your mind. 




  As a visitor to all of Geoffrey's previous productions I heartily invite you to another triumph. Let the show begin! 




 


Jeremy Beadle (1948–2008) 


 


Jeremy Beadle was a keen student of true crime for many years. Before television beckoned he was a hugely successful tourist guide specialising in blood, sex and death. He won Celebrity Mastermind, specialist subject London Capital Murder 1900–1940, was the host of international Jack the Ripper Conferences and amassed one of the finest true-crime libraries in Britain.















To Michelle with thanks for her continued active encouragement, without which my pen is completely non-productive! 
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INTRODUCTION









The Law, in its wisdom, did not differentiate between men and women when it came to passing sentence of death on those found guilty of capital offences, and so in these pages you will read how, in some countries, many women were first tortured on the rack, in the boots, by the bridle, the water torture or the thumbscrews. They were whipped and exposed to public humiliation in the pillory; they died by the rope, axe, and sword; by the electric chair, the gas chamber, the firing squad; by being pressed beneath heavy weights or boiled to death, by lethal injection or burned at the stake; by being drowned, or beheaded by the guillotine or Scottish Maiden. Nor, afterwards, were they all given a decent burial; some were dissected, others skinned to provide bizarre souvenirs. 




  A few, such as Margaret Clitheroe and Alice Lisle, were martyrs; some, such as Marie Brinvilliers and Mary Ann Cotton, were serial murderesses; others, like Elizabeth Barton and Mary MacLauchlan, were mentally unbalanced and, in more civilised times, would instead have been given the necessary psychiatric treatment. 




  Some executions were botched either by the executioners or by the equipment involved, yet despite the appalling ordeal they faced, some women were incredibly brave, some resigned to their fate; a few fought with the executioner, others were hysterical or in a state of collapse; some indeed were totally innocent, yet nevertheless were put to death. 




  But even the Law with all its sombre overtones has its lighter side, and so the cases are interspersed with quirky quotes. 
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MARTYRS, MURDERESSES AND MADWOMEN 









A 










Antoinette, Marie (France) 



 


Nine long agonising months had passed since her husband King Louis XVI was beheaded by the guillotine, his execution ecstatically applauded by the revolutionary mob, and it was not until the dreaded day arrived, 16 October 1793, that the executioner Charles-Henri Sanson and his son Henri reported to the Conciergerie, the Paris prison, to collect Queen Marie Antoinette and convey her to the scaffold. In the vast room known as the 'Hall of the Dead' Marie awaited, guarded by two gendarmes. Nearby stood Bault, the turnkey, whose wife had provided their distinguished prisoner with a cup of chocolate and a bread roll. 




  As the two executioners entered, the Queen stood up. The Vicomte Charles Desfosses, who was present, later wrote: 'I had time to observe the details of the Queen's appearance and of her dress. She wore a white skirt with a black petticoat under it, a kind of white dressing-jacket, some narrow silk ribbon tied at the wrists, a plain white muslin fichu [a shawl or scarf] and a cap with a bit of black ribbon on it. Her hair was quite white; her face was pale, but there was a touch of red on the cheekbones; her eyes were bloodshot, and the lashes motionless and stiff.' Charles-Henri and his son respectfully removed their hats. 'Gentlemen, I am ready,' she exclaimed, as the former started to explain the need to prepare her for the ordeal, and she turned slightly to display the back of her neck from where her hair had been cut away. 'That will do, I think?' she continued, and then held out her hands for him to secure. 




  Under strong guard the entourage was then escorted out of the building to where the tumbril, the horse-drawn cart, stood. Her hands being tied, the Queen allowed herself to be assisted into the vehicle, where she sat down facing forward on the plank that served as a bench. Charles-Henri, a man totally averse to the task of decapitating the aristocratic victims of the Revolution but realising that refusal would simply result in his being replaced by someone who would doubtless not hesitate to treat them with savage brutality, gently persuaded her to turn and sit facing the other way so that she would not see the guillotine until the very last moment. 




  The courtyard gates swung open, those on duty forcing the tumultuous, jeering crowd to give way as the cart lumbered out on the street. To prevent any attempt at a rescue, the route was lined with 30,000 armed soldiers, cannons also being positioned at all intersections, squares and bridges. Marie Antoinette ignored the screams of abuse from the massed spectators; instead she studied the numbers on the houses as the cart trundled along the Rue St Honoré‚ looking for a cleric, the Abbé du Puget, who had agreed to stand near a certain house and give her absolution in extremis as she passed. On seeing the prearranged sign from him as he stood on a pile of stones, she bent her head and prayed. 




  As the vehicle approached the scaffold site it halted near the Tuileries, the palace in which her two children had been imprisoned. For a moment she swayed, and Sanson heard her murmur 'My daughter! My children!' before the cart advanced, finally to halt by the scaffold. Once again she had to be assisted by Charles-Henri in order to dismount, and she looked round in surprise on hearing him whisper, 'Have courage, Madame!' She paused for a moment, then replied, 'Thank you, sir, thank you.' 




  As she approached the scaffold escorted by the two men, the younger executioner attempted to take her arm, but he desisted on hearing her exclaim, 'No; I am, thank Heaven, strong enough to walk that short distance.' 




 


[image: ]



The execution of Marie Antoinette 




 


By that time the noise from the immense crowd had reached a crescendo, the tumult intensified by the drummers' successful efforts to drown any last words that might be spoken by the victim. Wasting no time, young Henri led the Queen forward and swiftly bound her to the upright hinged plank of the guillotine, the bascule. As he did so, she exclaimed: 'Farewell, my children, I am going to join your father.' Next moment the executioner swung the plank into the horizontal position so that she lay immediately beneath the pendant blade. The iron lunette dropped with a resounding clang, its half-moon shape pinning her neck immovable, and Charles-Henri operated the lever, causing the weighted blade to fall and sever the Queen's head instantly. 




  The sound of the blade's impact had scarcely ceased reverberating around the square before wild cheers, intermingled with cries of 'Vive la République!' broke from the multitude of spectators, the roar increasing as one of the executioners complied with tradition by lifting the severed head from the basket into which it had fallen, holding it high for all to see. The gory trophy was then placed in the nearby coffin together with the body and carried to the cemetery of La Madeleine. There all the Queen's clothing was removed and taken away for disposal; her remains were covered with quicklime, the coffin then being buried next to that of her husband. 
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Following Marie Antoinette's execution, revolutionary Jacques Hebert exultantly wrote: 'All of you who have been oppressed by our former tyrants, you who mourn a father, a son, or a husband who has died for the Republic, take comfort, for you are avenged. I saw the head of the female fall into the sack. I could describe to you the satisfaction of the Sans-Culottes [his fellow agitators] when the rich tigress drove across Paris in the carriage with thirty-six doors [referring to the intervals between the staves that formed the sides of the tumbril]. She was not drawn by her beautiful white horses with their fine feathers and their grand harness, but a couple of nags were harnessed to Master Sanson's barouche [carriage] and apparently they were so glad to contribute to the deliverance of the Republic that they seemed anxious to gallop in order to reach the fatal spot more quickly. The jade, however, remained bold and insolent to the end. But her legs failed her as she got upon the see-saw [the bascule] to play hot cockles [the choking sound made by a victim as the lunette pressed their head down], in the fear, no doubt, of finding a more terrible punishment before her, after death, than the one she was about to endure. Her accursed head was at last separated from her crane-like neck, and the air was filled with cheers of victory for the Revolution!' 




  It may, perhaps, give readers some satisfaction to know that less than six months later, Hebert himself, his legs failing him, had to be lifted out of the tumbril, half-fainting with horror at the fate awaiting him; bound to the bascule, he too cried hot cockles before the blade descended! 












Antonio, Anna (USA) 




 


Sometimes the condemned person had to wait an unconscionable length of time before being executed, and one wonders whether it was due merely to a laborious judicial process or, more disquietingly, to a society which deliberately meted out retribution in that fashion. On occasion the delays were further exacerbated by the issue of a temporary reprieve or two; if so, Anna Antonio's crimes must surely have been the most horrific ever, for she was granted no fewer than three reprieves, with all the accompanying mental suffering and suspense – and then she was electrocuted. 




  She had been found guilty of conspiring with two men, Sam Faraci and Vincent Saetta, to kill her husband, who had been found murdered on Easter morning 1932, the court being convinced that her motive was to claim his life insurance money. All three were sentenced to death by electrocution, and although her lawyers submitted an appeal, it was rejected by a higher court. 




  Her execution was scheduled to take place in Sing Sing Prison at 11 p.m. on 28 June 1934. The executioner, Robert G. Elliott, a man renowned for his expertise, arrived, and after examining the electric chair and its associated circuitry, waited for the all-important official witnesses to arrive and take their places in the death chamber. But time passed and it was not until 1.15 a.m. that he was informed that just before 11 p.m., Saetta, also awaiting execution, had stated to the prison's warden that he and his accomplice Faraci had committed the murder, and Anna Antonio had had no part in it. On being notified of this, the State Governor had granted a 24-hour delay. When Anna was given this information, she was so overcome with relief at having escaped the death penalty that she fainted. 




  On reporting to the prison 24 hours later, the executioner was told that the postponement had been extended to a week. 




  Then further complications arose, another respite being granted in order to examine some recently discovered evidence. At that stage the mental state of the condemned woman can only be imagined; suffice it to say that her wardresses reported their prisoner's condition alternated between bouts of hysteria and collapsing into a semi-coma. Eventually the decision was issued that the executions would take place on 9 August and all hopes were dashed. 




  The decision to execute Mrs Antonio aroused much controversy nationally, many declaring it to be a grave miscarriage of justice in view of Saetta's statement exonerating her from involvement; even Robert G. Elliott expected her sentence of death to be commuted to one of nominal imprisonment, but it was not to be. 




  On the fatal day the prison warden visited Anna in the condemned cell to hear her deny once more the charges against her, she pointing out that her husband was a drug dealer with guns in the house, giving her the opportunity to kill any time she had wished to. The two men, she went on, had told her they intended to kill her husband (probably for reneging on a drug deal) but all she had wanted to do was to safeguard her children. Then, utterly resigned to her fate, she walked calmly to the death chamber, rejecting all offers of assistance from her escort. Seating herself in the electric chair, she trembled slightly as the straps were tightened about her, her voice shaking as she prayed with her priest, Father McCaffrey. Upon the cleric moving away, executioner Elliott positioned the electrodes on her head and leg and, returning to the control panel, immediately operated the switch. The official witnesses watched with mounting revulsion as the powerful current surged through her, causing her to jerk convulsively, faint tendrils of smoke rising from behind the mask which covered her face, the pungent smell of burning flesh filling the close confines of the room. Then, as her body slumped in the restraining straps and the hum of the current ceased, the doctor, stethoscope in hand, moved forward and confirmed her demise. And it was of little or no consolation to anyone that the executions of the actual murderers, Faraci and Saetta, then followed. 
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As it was considered that no reports of executions could possibly be complete without a description of how victims were dressed at the time of their deaths, the New York Times satisfied their readers' insatiable curiosity by including the vital information that Anna Antonio 'wore a pink dress trimmed with a white collar, which she had made while in prison'. 












Askew, Anne (England) 




 


A third Tudor head, in addition to those of Anne Boleyn and Katherine Howard, could well have rolled across the scaffold boards on Tower Green; as it was, the one who actually died an appalling death was a commoner, Anne Askew. 




  That lady was a vehement Protestant, one of a group of friends who met and discussed religious matters with Queen Katherine Parr, Henry VIII's sixth wife. Such get-togethers were dangerous activities in a royal court riven with opposing factions, and the Queen's enemies were not slow in seeing such discussions as evidence of Katherine's heretical leanings towards Protestantism. This was reported to the authorities and a warrant for her arrest was drawn up, one which could have led to her being tried and executed, had it not been for negligence on the part of Chancellor Wriothesley who, en route to deliver the warrant to the King, dropped it in a corridor of Westminster Palace. Luck must have smiled on Katherine that day, for the missive was found by one of her servants, who handed it to her mistress. Aghast at its contents, she sought an audience with her husband and, by a show of affection, won him into such a forgiving mood that when Wriothesley reappeared with another warrant, he was greeted with an outburst of royal wrath and ordered out of the royal presence.




  But any such luck had forsaken Anne Askew. The warrant for her arrest had reached its destination only too safely, and Anne was lodged first in Newgate Prison, and then, in June 1546, in the Tower of London, for, reasoned the plotters, the Queen could still be disposed of if evidence of her heretical leanings could be obtained from Anne Askew – and the Tower's inventory included a device guaranteed to extract the desired confession – the rack! 


  Anne was taken to the torture chamber in the White Tower. There, half underground, illuminated only by the flickering brands in wall sockets, she was first shown the persuasive instrument. At her obvious refusal to be frightened, Chancellor Wriothesley ordered that she should be secured to the device. Under the supervision of the rackmaster, the Yeoman Warders bound her wrists and ankles to the rollers at each end of the bed-like device, and as the levers were operated and the ropes creaked under tension, the questions were put – but not answered. Anne, strong-willed and stubborn, was determined to remain silent, despite the relentlessly increasing strain imposed on her leg joints, hips, shoulders and arms, but Wriothesley, thwarted in his initial attempt to bring about the downfall of Katherine Parr, was equally determined to wrest the secrets from his helpless prey. Furiously he urged the warders to continue turning the levers to increase the agonising pressure on the woman's limbs. 


  However, also present was the Lieutenant of the Tower, Sir Anthony Knivett. Aghast at the suffering being inflicted – for few, if any women had ever been racked before – he ordered his warders to release Anne, but on their obeying, Wriothesley and his cohort, Sir Richard Rich, seized the levers and started to apply even greater pressure. According to her later account quoted in Foxe's Book of Martyrs 'They did put me on the rack because I confessed to no ladies or gentlemen to be of my opinion [Protestantism] and therefore kept me a long time on it and because I lay still and did not cry out, my Lord Chancellor and Master Rich took pains to rack me with their own hands till I was nigh dead.' Her ordeal was also described by the historian Bale: 'So quietly and patiently praying to the Lord, she endured their tyranny till her bones and joints were almost plucked asunder.' 




  Although outranked by the two officers of the law, Sir Anthony exclaimed that he would go to Westminster immediately and report their brutal actions to the King; at that, Wriothesley, determined that he would get his explanation in first, left the chamber and, mounting his horse, set off at speed. But the Lieutenant had a trick up his sleeve for his official barge was moored on Tower Wharf – and travel via the river was infinitely quicker than through London's narrow huddled streets! Arriving at Westminster, Sir Anthony gained audience with Henry who, although he had not hesitated to have two of his wives beheaded, nevertheless was outraged at the idea of a woman being tortured in the manner described by the Tower officer, and he promptly ordered that it should cease forthwith. 




  Triumphantly Sir Anthony returned to the Tower and instructed his warders to release Anne from the machine, then summoned the Tower's surgeon to revive the half-fainting and semi-crippled victim. 




  Regardless of all the heroics and brave initiatives shown, however, there was no happy ending for Anne Askew. She was still a heretic and, charged with high treason by refusing to acknowledge the supremacy of the King as head of the church, and also declaring that if any fugitive priest asked her for sanctuary she would have granted the wish, she was sentenced to the punishment prescribed for those crimes. On 16 July 1546, unable to walk, she was carried to Smithfield strapped in a chair, where she was burned at the stake before a large crowd, hours passing before her remains were finally reduced to ashes. 
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On execution days in London thousands of spectators would pack the streets around Smithfield, Tyburn or Tower Hill, many arriving the night before in order to get the best positions near the scaffold or stake. Refreshment vendors would do a roaring trade, much ale being quaffed and many pies devoured. Broadsheets describing the crime and its perpetrator were peddled among the onlookers, and clerics exhorted the crowd to join in with hymns appropriate to the occasion. 




  In Texas on 3 February 1998, hundreds of spectators and scores of reporters from all over the world gathering outside a prison there, in which Karla Fay Tucker was executed for murder. The excitement was intense, snack bars did a roaring trade, pictures of the condemned person were displayed, prayers were said, hymns sung, and protesters raised their voices in condemnation of the verdict. Those who were unable to attend listened to the non-stop radio commentaries or watched the pictures unfolding live on their television screens. It seems that human nature doesn't change all that much.












Aurhaltin, Elizabeth (Germany) 




 


Pretending to possess magical powers, one-legged Elizabeth Aurhaltin of Vielseck would visit houses and once inside would then collapse, professing to be ill or in convulsions. She would explain that she had a wise vein in her leg by which she could prophesy the future and even discover hidden treasure. Moreover, the pain in the vein would not cease until she had informed the inhabitants of the house of what she knew – for which she would expect to be suitably rewarded, of course. If they doubted her ability, she offered to prove it by being allowed to stay the night 'so that she could speak to the spirit of the treasure'. Once alone, she would then whisper questions and answers as if she was speaking to someone else; next morning she would explain that she had been conversing with a poor lost spirit who could not rest until the residents had dug for the buried gold. During the excavating, Fraulein Aurhaltin would 'discover' a jar of coals in the ground and promptly advise her hosts to lock it up securely in a chest for three weeks, after which they would find that it had turned into gold. 


  Time and again she repeated this fraud until the authorities finally arrested her. Investigation revealed that she had 4,000 florins in her possession. She was sentenced to be executed by the sword on 9 February 1598. Having only one leg, she had to be carried to the scaffold and secured in a chair to make sure she did not move as Master Franz Schmidt, the Public Executioner of Nuremburg, wielding the heavy double-handed sword, decapitated her. 
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Franz Schmidt's diary includes an entry for 6 August 1579, which describes how one Michael Dieterich of Pernetswin and two other robbers were taken to the scaffold to be beheaded. 'When they were being led out,' the diary reveals, 'Frau Dieterich wanted to see the poor sinners as they passed her house, and saw her own husband among them, whom she embraced and kissed, for she had not known her husband had been arrested, nor that he was a fellow of that sort.' 











B 










Balfour, Alison (Scotland) 



 


In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries torture was illegal in England – except by royal prerogative – but lawful in Scotland, much to the regret of those accused of heinous crimes. One of these was Alison Balfour 'a witch of repute' who, at the instigation of John Stewart, Master of Orkney, was, together with her servant Thomas Papley, charged with conspiring to poison the Master's brother, Patrick, Earl of Orkney. 




  In June 1596 she was subjected to the cashilaws, a version of the dreaded boots, iron footwear which were slowly heated up; these she had to keep on for 48 hours, while watching her 90-year-old husband undergoing peine forte et dure, being pressed under 700 lb of weights. So determined were the authorities to force her to confess to consorting with the Devil that her son was given 57 lashes of the whip and her seven-year-old daughter was subjected to the agonies of the thumbscrews. 




  Understandably Alison, undergoing such torture and having to watch her family suffering so appallingly, gave in and admitted the charge, but on being released from the cashilaws, promptly recanted her confession. It didn't help her though, for on 16 December 1596 they took her away and burned her as a witch. 




 


[image: ]



It is recorded that on seeing the hangman waiting for her, Sarah Pledge, mentioned elsewhere, showed her distaste for him and swore that she'd rather go naked to the gallows than have him claim his perquisites and have her clothes. 'But,' quoth a contemporary chronicler, 'Jack Ketch soon deprived her of her life – and her clothes!' 
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Female prisoners taken to be tortured 












Barfield, Margie Velma (USA) 



 


Many women in all walks of life seek to achieve records of one kind or another, be they for long-distance running, climbing mountains, or even numbers of years lived. But Margie Velma Barfield's achievement was one that, given the choice, she could well have done without; it certainly was not for longevity, on the contrary: she was the first woman to be executed by lethal injection. 




  Her misfortune was that, following a nervous breakdown, she became hooked on drugs, sleeping pills, tranquillisers, Librium and similar prescription pills, so dependent that she forged some of her husband's cheques to pay for her obsession and then, fearing that he would report her to the authorities, she poisoned him by adding rat-poison to his beer. Such was the solicitude she showed towards him during his last few doomed hours that his family not only acceded to her wish to have his gold wedding ring but also gave her four hundred dollars – which she promptly spent on more drugs to feed her addiction. 




  However, the symptoms of her husband's death alerted the authorities, the inevitable autopsy revealing the manner of death. Velma was arrested, and although at first she pleaded insanity, she later confessed not only to dispatching her husband, but also her own mother and an elderly couple she had once nursed, all for the same reason: drugs. 




  She spent six years in prison while lawyers fought her case on the grounds that she had been abused as a child and beaten by her husband. During that time she turned to the Bible for solace, but all pleas by religious leaders and others came to naught. Given the choice of death in the gas chamber or by lethal injection, she opted for the latter, and on 2 November 1984 this 52-year-old grandmother lay on the trolley in the execution chamber. Three syringes were attached to intravenous tubes, one carrying a saltwater solution. While the prison chaplain prayed with her, the other two syringes were pressed, only one of them passing the toxic contents into her body (the other was a dummy so that the operators would never know which of them had executed her). Within minutes she was dead. 




  In an attempt to compensate society for her guilt, Velma had donated her kidneys for transplant purposes, but severe difficulties then arose, for such organs could only be removed while the donor's blood was still circulating, and the only way to achieve that would be to inject a heart stimulant – but what if the victim then came back to life? She had already been declared dead, so could they legally execute her again? Finally it was decided to attempt removal of her organs in a hospital some distance away, and once in the ambulance doctors desperately tried to revive her by forcing oxygen into her lungs, and although at one time during the journey her cheeks showed a pinkish tinge, her heart failed to resume beating. But Velma's wish came partially true, for at the hospital her eyes were transplanted, giving blessed sight to another. 
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It was always a dilemma for women condemned to be the active partner in a danse macabre with the executioner in deciding just what to wear for the event. Some styles had of course been insisted on in advance by the relevant authorities: off-the-shoulder blouses were de rigeur for the guillotine, short-sleeved dresses mandatory for lethal injection, and an upswept hairstyle essential for the axe or the sword. Only minimal jewellery was permitted: if being hanged, necklaces were forbidden (other than the one provided and positioned by the hangman), as were pendant earrings, on the left ear lobe at least (the knot of the noose was always on the left); heavy bangles and sequinned frocks played havoc with the flow of the current in the electric chair, and there was little point in applying perfume prior to taking one's place in the gas chamber. So the choice was limited. Nevertheless, pink floral pyjamas worn with fuzzy pink slippers? That was what Margie Velma Barfield wore, after a last meal of Cheez Doodles and a Coke, when, as described above, she was executed by lethal injection in the USA in 1984. 












Barton, Elizabeth (England) 




 


It was not unknown in the sixteenth century for people to have visions of the future, usually religious ones, and when the news spread that this 19-year-old maidservant had the ability to see into the future while in trance-like states, even such famous men of the day as Sir Thomas More and the Bishop of Rochester, William Fisher, took notice; indeed, so great was the latter's approbation that in 1527 he arranged for the 'Holy Maid of Kent', as she became known, to be admitted into the Benedictine Nunnery at Canterbury. 




  All would have been well and Elizabeth could have spent a cloistered life revered as one possessing second sight, but, imbued with religious fervour and inflamed by Henry VIII's action in divorcing Catherine of Aragon, she overstepped the mark by prophesying that the King would 'die a villain's death' within a month of marrying Anne Boleyn. 




  To Henry, renowned for reacting violently at such prognostications, this was not just the immature outburst of a hysterical woman – this was High Treason. And so it was that in June 1553 Elizabeth Barton was escorted under heavy guard to the Tower of London, and, after being subjected to some minor torture, was carried to St Paul's Cross where she performed public penance by having to repudiate her treasonable statements. 




  However, Catholic support for her continued to run high in the country, so high indeed that only by applying the proven Tudor recipe could the situation be resolved – by eliminating the source. And so, on 20 April 1534, the Holy Maid of Kent was drawn to Tyburn and there hanged in front of the inevitably vast crowd. Unusually – and doubtless in order to publicise more widely the fate of such traitorous prophets – hanging was not considered sufficient; on the scaffold she was decapitated by the axe, her head then displayed on London Bridge, the only woman believed to have been so exhibited: 'its long black locks falling over its pallid features as a terrible warning to all.' 
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In 1643 at the Manorial Court in Bridlington, Yorkshire, the Lord of the Manor enquired why a certain Jane Key had not been brought before him. The constable explained that the sentence passed on her at the last sitting was that she should be whipped by him the full length of the High Street, but that before he could carry out the sentence the woman had met with an accident and had broken her neck. On hearing that an offender he had sentenced had not, for whatever reason, received the punishment handed down by the Court, the Lord started to rebuke the constable but desisted when the officer hastily pointed out that despite her accident he had not failed in his duties, adding, 'Every morning I rubbed her neck with neatsfoot oil, and then I whipped her as ordered!' 










Bateman, Mary (England) 



 


Starting her working life as a housemaid, Mary Bateman became ambitious and left her job to become a fortune-teller in Leeds, waxing prosperous on the fees and valuables she extorted from her more gullible clients and by providing young women with nostrums with which to bring about abortions. Obsessed by greed, the 41-year-old 'Yorkshire Witch' sold some 'magical' potions to a Mrs Perigo as a health cure, but they had the opposite effect and brought about the woman's death. 




  At her trial Mary Bateman was found guilty of murder, but when she was sentenced to be hanged, she 'pleaded her belly', i.e., claimed that she was pregnant. On hearing her say that, many women in the public gallery tried to leave the courtroom in order to avoid being inducted as a jury of matrons who would have to examine the prisoner and ascertain the truth or otherwise of her claim – much rested on such a verdict, for the law of the day stated that 'if the claimant be four and a half months advanced in that state, she shall not be executed until after giving birth'. But the judge ordered that the courtroom doors be locked, Mary then being escorted to another room where twelve women eventually pronounced that her claim was unfounded (although obviously she could have been in the earlier stages of pregnancy). 




  Her well-attended execution took place at York on 20 March 1809, many of the credulous spectators believing that she would employ her supernatural powers to vanish into thin air when the noose tightened; however, when it did, she didn't! Meanwhile, 23 miles away in Leeds, 2,500 residents had paid three pence each in admission charges to view the corpse on its return to the town; the crowds, entertained by jugglers and balladeers, supplied with food and drink by itinerant purveyors of pies and ale, waited more or less patiently. 




  At midnight the hearse finally arrived, the queues then lining up to file past the cadaver, after which it was taken to Leeds General Hospital for dissection. Not only did that medical institution benefit surgically by the invasive examination of her anatomy, but also financially, its coffers being enhanced by the proceeds from those who had viewed her external torso. As was customary, following dissection her corpse was skinned and after being scraped and tanned, was sold in small pieces as souvenirs to ghoulish-minded collectors. 
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In 1949 a case was brought in a London Court against a horse's owner and its trainer, alleging their negligence in that, on the horse leaving the unsaddling enclosure, it kicked the plaintiff on the head, she thereby sustaining a fractured skull. Some legal argument then arose regarding the correct way in which a horse should be led in order to prevent such an incident. The matter was resolved by the counsel for the defence who proceeded to borrow the stuffed head of a horse from a London shop, which dealt in harnesses, outside which the head was usually displayed. 




  Then followed the strange and doubtless unprecedented sight within the hallowed precincts of the court, of the counsel and the usher parading the stuffed head around the chamber, one carrying the head, the other controlling the steed as they demonstrated to the jury the manner in which it should have been done. This evidence, straight from the horse's mouth, proved conclusive, the case being settled in favour of the plaintiff. 












Becherin, Ursula (Germany) 




 


On 17 July 1582 Ursula Becherin of Hessdorf, an arsonist, burnt down a stall belonging to her master, a farmer, because people there were harsh to her. Later in the year she did the same to her new employer, and also stole clothing belonging to him and one of his workers, because, she said, in their opinion she could do nothing right. On the scaffold she stood upright while Franz Schmidt, the Nuremberg executioner, beheaded her with the sword, her body afterwards being burnt. 
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Barbara Ludtwigin, a barber's wife of Nuremberg, must have had a vocabulary to be envied, for she was charged with 'having blasphemed so horribly against the Almighty that a galley and two small ships besides could have been filled with her profanities.' A picturesque description indeed, and one that resulted in her being pilloried in the town square, a target for all, and then whipped out of town. 












Benwell, Eliza (Australia) 



 


There is a marked difference between 'seeing' and 'keeping watch', and this distinction was never more crucial than when Eliza Benwell was on trial for murder. Regrettably in her case, that difference, literally a matter of life or death, was fatally blurred. 




  In the days when English convicts were transported in prison ships to penal colonies on the other side of the world, many were then put to work on farms and large estates, some as house servants or members of hotel staff. On the arrival of one such ship in Hobart, Tasmania, four convicts, Thomas Gomm, Isaac Lockwood, William Taylor and Eliza Benwell, were employed in that city's Derwent Hotel, their various tasks being to attend to the general welfare of the guests. Among the visitors accommodated there in 1845 was a wealthy couple who had brought their own maid, Jane Saunders, with them. One evening, on being told to go to the hotel larder for some food for her employers, she went – but never returned. The entire premises were searched but no trace of the young woman was found until a few days later when a body, identified as hers, was discovered floating in the nearby River Derwent, stab wounds to the head and neck being indicative of a brutal murder. 




  Among the hotel staff on duty on the night of her disappearance were Taylor, Gomm, Lockwood and Eliza Benwell. The three men were charged with murder, Eliza Benwell with aiding and abetting them. At their trial, damning evidence against the accused was given by Keo-Moi Tiki, a native of the Sandwich Islands, through an interpreter. He swore that he had witnessed the attack being carried out by the three men and that the maid had also been there, keeping watch for them. After a day's deliberations the jury found the men guilty of murder, and all three were subsequently hanged, protesting their innocence to the last. 




  When Eliza faced the court the same evidence was presented, following which the jury retired. After due consideration, they came to the conclusion that because the murder had not been planned but had resulted when Jane Saunders resisted the men's advances, they declared the defendant to be innocent. But Eliza had hardly time to breathe a sigh of relief before the judge ordered them to reconsider their verdict on the grounds that the accused was just as blameworthy for keeping watch while a rape was attempted. Again the jury retired, again failing to reach a conclusion; sent back for a further hour's deliberation they returned to pronounce the prisoner at the bar guilty, whereupon she was sentenced to death. 




  In the condemned cell she swore she was innocent, that she had not been 'keeping watch' as stated in court, but purely by accident had happened to see Lockwood dragging the murdered maid's body from the building; moreover, she declared, she had seen neither Gomm nor Taylor at the scene. But despite her statements no attempt was made to reopen the case. To do so might well have been disastrous for the judiciary, forcing it to admit that a gross miscarriage of justice had been committed. Gomm, Lockwood and Taylor were already dead, and the Benwell execution would perforce have to go ahead. And so Eliza mounted the scaffold, her calm demeanour evoking nothing but sympathy and admiration from the large crowd as hangman Solomon Blay, himself an exiled convict, having placed the noose around her slim neck, pulled the lever – and the body of Eliza Benwell dropped the length of the short rope, a seeming eternity elapsing before her lifeless body hung inert and motionless. 
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One day in 1744 London housewife Lydia Adler attacked her meek and henpecked husband, knocking him down and kicking him so severely that he later died. At her trial at the Old Bailey she was charged with murder, but this was changed to one of manslaughter when medical evidence was produced testifying that her husband was already suffering from a rupture at the time of his death that was the material cause of his death. She was sentenced to be 'burned in the hand', and as the court officials were heating the branding iron, Lydia, as bad-tempered and impatient as ever, exclaimed, 'Come on, hurry it up, can't you? I've got my linen to do!' 










Bevan, Catherine (USA) 



 


In England the penalty of being burned at the stake was usually inflicted on those unfortunates who happened to have a different religion to the one more generally practised at the time. Two differing reasons for such a horrific death were that it prepared the heretical victim for the ever-burning fires that surely awaited him or her below, and that only by fire could the victim's soul be cleansed of his or her heretical thoughts. 




  The English colonists brought many of their quaint customs with them into America, including the home-grown methods of execution. Hanging needed no introduction, but strangely enough being burned at the stake rarely occurred except in the notable case of Catherine Bevan, not for being a heretic but a murderer. 




  In 1731 she, together with her servant lover, planned the death of her husband. Unable to kill him by herself, it was agreed that the young man would knock him unconscious and she would then strangle him. Having carried out their plan, they reported to the coroner that he had died while having a fit and that the funeral had been arranged. However, the official insisted on inspecting the body and on opening up the coffin discovered the bruised and battered corpse. 




  After being sentenced to death, Catherine, her hands bound behind her, was taken to the market square and there tied to a stake by means of a rope around her neck. Kindling was heaped around her and while the local residents either cheered or watched appalled, the tinder was ignited. As the flames leapt upwards the executioner attempted to reach forward and pull the rope with the intention of ending her life quickly by strangling her but, ironically, considering the method by which she had murdered her husband, the rope, singed by the mounting flames, had burnt away and Catherine collapsed, to be slowly incinerated in the roaring inferno. 
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Unlike in Catherine's case, a rope did Hannah Dagoe a favour. Sentenced to death for robbery in 1763, this strongly built Irishwoman had no intention of going quietly as the cart stopped beneath the Tyburn gallows. Somehow she got her hands free and attacked the hangman, nearly stunning him. Then, turning to the crowds surrounding the scaffold, she tore off her hat and cloak and tossed them as souvenirs to the many outstretched hands. As she was doing so the hangman gathered his wits again and managed to drop the noose over her head – but rather than submitting to be slowly strangled (as usually happened at Tyburn), she threw herself over the side of the cart with such violence that her neck was broken, and she died instantly. 












Bockin, Margaret (Germany) 




 


When, in 1580, a neighbour asked Margaret Bockin to look for lice in her hair, Margaret struck her from behind with an axe. Needless to say she was found guilty of murder and was led out in the tumbril to the scaffold in the market square. There, naked to the waist, she was nipped three times with red-hot pincers, then beheaded, standing, with the sword. Finally, as a deterrent to all, her head was fixed on a pole above the gallows and her body buried beneath it. 
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On 29 August 1587, in Nuremberg, Elizabeth Rossnerin smothered her companion and stole her money. For that crime, Master Franz Schmidt executed her with the sword as a favour, instead of hanging her, because, as he wrote in his diary, she was a poor creature and had a wry neck. 












Bowe, Alice atte (England) 



 


A thirteenth-century story that had everything: love, lust, murder, sacrilege, faked suicide, imprisonment in the Tower of London, and ending in death by the rope and the flames – and it all revolved around a reputedly attractive woman named Alice atte Bowe. In 1284 she was the mistress of a man named Ralph Crepin, but Laurence Ducket, a goldsmith who lived nearby, cast covetous and no doubt lecherous eyes on her and made repeated advances for her favours, all of which she spurned. At length, frustrated and vengeful, he broke into their house one night while the couple were asleep and stabbed Crepin to death. At the commotion Alice woke up and recognised the assailant; rushing to the window she saw him cross the street and enter the nearby Bow Church, so, summoning some of her friends and neighbours, they gave chase. In the church they found their quarry cowering beneath a pile of old sacks; dragging him out, they proceeded to put a rope around his neck and hang him before one of the church windows, making it appear that he had committed suicide. 
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