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        Every love story is a potential grief story.

        
          Julian Barnes
        

      

      
        I must draw an analogy between the criminal and the hysteric. In both we are concerned with a secret, with something hidden… In the case of the criminal it is a secret which he knows and hides from you, whereas in the case of the hysteric it is a secret which he himself does not know either, which is hidden even from himself… The task of the therapist, however, is the same as that of the examining magistrate.

        
          Sigmund Freud
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      This is the story of crimes that grew out of passion, their perpetrators, and the courtroom dramas in which they were enmeshed. It is also the story of how medics who became experts in extreme emotion came to probe and assess the state of mind of these passionate transgressors. The cases in question as well as the experts’ views affected justice and left their mark on history. The views were no more gender-blind than justice itself.

      When thirty-one-year-old Mary Lamb, not yet co-author of the long-loved Tales from Shakespeare, murdered her mother in 1796, her brother Charles told the Coroner’s Court she was mad. This resulted in her being sent home into his care and absolved of all responsibility for her crime. Murder was considered to be an act, not an essence marking her out as a naturally born criminal, an aberrant being tainted by degeneracy from birth – as various crime and mind experts might insist a century later. No psychiatric witnesses were called on to investigate Mary’s state or to give an opinion in court. The determination of her ‘lunacy’ was – everyone agreed – visible to a common-sense appraisal by coroner and jury. Sifting what and who was bad from what and who was mad took no expert training. Roman Law enshrined a principle of mitigation for those who were non compos mentis – of unsound mind and not in control of their mental faculties. English common law followed suit: law-breakers with a defect of understanding, such as children, or a deficiency of will, such as ‘lunatics’, could not be held accountable for their acts. Madness was its own worst punishment; Mary Lamb needed no additional one.

      In the course of the nineteenth century and into the beginning of the twentieth, such rulings took on the growing complexity we recognize as the norm today. The line between who was mad, who bad, grew more opaque and began to waver. If justice was to be done, an untrained eye could not be trusted to make the judgement. This required the expert opinion of mad-doctors and ‘alienists’ (the keepers of people whose reason has been ‘alienated’), nerve medics and those who by the turn of the century as the profession proliferated had started to become known as ‘psychiatrists’. Theirs was an expertise founded on the very passions that sweep reason away, on vagrant emotions and erratic cognitive powers, on manias, delusions, delirium and automatisms. Their knowledge could serve the courts and inform justice, as well as protect society. Disseminated from debates in the courtroom through an ever more popular press, their thinking also subtly changed our view of the human.

      A Pandora’s box flew open as psychiatric experts and a sensationalizing media probed motivation in a variety of murder and attempted-murder trials. Transgressive sexuality, savage jealousies, rampant forbidden desires, passions gone askew, vulnerable, suggestible, hysterical minds, were revealed to be aspects not only of those ‘others’ we label mad, but potentially of us all. When humanity dreamt collectively – as Robert Musil noted in The Man Without Qualities, his novel about the year that led into the Great War – it dreamt a Moosbrugger, a sadistic pervert, a psychotic murderer who wore an everyday aspect of mild good citizenry, a face ‘blessed by God with every sign of goodness’.

      Musil had his characters respond to the murderer Moosbrugger in ways that have become common: their gaze idealizes him into an exceptional individual – a sublime beast, a genius, a criminal revolutionary; or it pathologizes him – as a deviant, degenerate, the very ‘lust murderer’ the Austrian forensic psychiatrist Richard von Krafft-Ebing examined in his Psychopathia Sexualis of 1886. But Moosbrugger is also an ordinary man who inhabits a historical moment and a particular set of circumstances that propel him into the murder of prostitutes. If he had been a woman – as many of the passionate criminals in what follows are – not only his choice of murderee but also the diagnosis he received and society’s response would have been quite different. So too might the court’s verdict. It may aspire to be, but justice is rarely blind to its time’s expectations of gender.

       

      This book journeys into the heart of dark passions, feminine and masculine, the crimes they impel, and their trial by daylight and doctors in the courts of justice and in the larger public arena of the press between 1870, the date of my first case, and 1914, when war changed so much. It also charts a power struggle that continues today between the law’s definitions of insanity and the more complex understandings of the human that the mind specialists promulgate. Where does justice lie?

      The criminal law envisions a human who is an emphatically rational (male) being, capable of knowing his own motives and intentions, of recognizing his freely willed acts and the difference between right and wrong. The humans, often enough female, who stand in the dock rarely live up to this enlightened ideal. They may be of partially ‘unsound mind’, derailed by passion, in states of disarray or numbed coldness. Trapped in what may be their own delusional system, their criminal act seems to them a (heroic) way of attaining justice, of righting a fundamental wrong, of warding off a greater evil, or of achieving a reparation for some unnameable suffering. Sometimes the expert psychiatric witnesses who speak in their defence seem to understand them as little as the judges. Their form of control or ‘therapeutic confinement’ is not necessarily any less punitive than the prison.

      Though the line between madness and badness becomes increasingly difficult to draw, the authorities all agree that the line is fundamental to any legal system. This was already clear to the English Solicitor General, Charles Yorke, back in 1760 at the height of the Enlightenment when the modern law was being established. The 4th Earl Ferrers was on trial for murder. Known for his heavy drinking, womanizing and violence, this major landowner had killed his estate steward after the latter had sided with Ferrers’ wife during the divorce proceedings she had instigated on grounds of cruelty. Ferrers’ friends had made him put up a plea of occasional insanity. John Monro, physician to Bethlem Hospital, served as an expert witness, one of the first to be recorded. In everyday language and based on his observation of inmates at Bedlam, Monro stated that uncommon fury, jealousy and suspicion without grounds were common symptoms of insanity. The Solicitor General summed up astutely:

      
         

        My Lords, in some sense every crime proceeds from Insanity. All cruelty, all brutality, all revenge, all injustice is Insanity. There were philosophers in ancient times who held this opinion as a strict maxim of their sect; and my Lords, the opinion is right in philosophy, but dangerous in judicature. It may have a useful and a noble influence to regulate the conduct of men, to control their impotent passions, to teach them that virtue is the perfection of reason, as reason itself is the perfection of human nature; but not to extenuate crimes, nor to excuse those punishments which the law adjudges to be their due.

      

      Passions out of control, Yorke states, do not equal legal insanity. The bad are bad. Ferrers was hanged, despite his rank. But the uncertainty about crimes of passion and their relation to madness was hardly resolved by this early case.

      When it was a woman whose passions had led her to crime, the uncertainty mounted. After all, a woman’s hold on reason had long been thought to be weak: passions, ever dangerous to her mental balance, could so easily topple it. Infanticide, the most prevalent form of murder by women in the nineteenth century, brought into being an early and legally accepted link with madness in what continues to be understood as a post-partum psychosis. This was treated leniently by the courts and rarely punished by the hanging that other capital offences incurred. Even today, women’s malign passions are often turned against those helpless infants and children whom they fail to see as separate from their own bodies and whom they attack in the ways they may attack themselves.

      If a woman was being tried for murder and there was no insanity plea, then she could only be either innocent or a monster of depravity. There was little terrain in between. By the mid-nineteenth century, women of the upper classes had become the symbolic keepers of society’s virtue, embodiments of a greater, nurturing goodness, of purity and morality. Their crimes of passion – particularly if they were independent women, wives who strayed, or spinsters – thus challenged all received wisdom about femininity. They had transgressed the very boundaries of nature. Press and public peered anxiously and voyeuristically at these objects of shuddering fascination and tried to understand secrets, motives and desires that before our own time rarely faced public exposure. The questioning and reporting of these private passions and inchoate emotions elaborated the ways in which women and their sexuality could be conceived.

       

      The law’s tug of war with the psychiatrists on the question of a defendant’s ‘insanity’ intensified with the ambitions of the mind-doctoring professions. The latter expanded the span of their diagnoses and took on the legitimating mantle of scientific medicine. This gradually resulted in a shrinking of what could be considered the area of ‘sanity’ or ‘normality’: bad could often be (re)labelled mad, and partial madness could act as mitigation. From early on, the mind doctors had questioned the very basics of criminal responsibility, the meaning and underpinning of ‘mens rea’, or a fully conceived conscious intention. They argued about what constituted delusion and volition, about when an impulse could not be resisted and might overwhelm (free) will to become that kind of modern, ‘irresistible impulse’ that Lorena Bobbit’s attorney claimed in 1994 had impelled her to cut off her husband’s penis, though she wasn’t insane in any long-term cognitive sense.

      The mind doctors talked of erotomania, in which passion tipped into madness; or moral insanity in which the person could not recognize wrong, certainly not the wrong that society indicated. In the 1880s they talked of the weak individual being unable to resist hypnotic influences and suggestions towards crime. They cited ‘automatisms’, or altered states in which the Jekyll and Hyde individual had no awareness of him or herself. At the beginning of the twentieth century they grew more sophisticated and complicated, describing personality disorders, schizophrenia, manic depression, perversions, paranoia and much more. They sometimes thought they could predict danger and calculate the risk of an eruption of violence. Their diagnoses were often gendered, though not absolutely so: erotomania started as largely a woman’s diagnosis; more recently, with the rising incidence of stalking, it often crosses the gender divide.

      With the Freudian era and a set of mind doctors who moved beyond classificatory descriptions and explanations rooted in heredity onto a terrain where a welter of hidden desires, repressed forces from childhood and murderous impulses propelled the individual, establishing the exact truth in court about guilt and innocence, free will and determinisms, became even more difficult.

      Meanwhile, debate in the symbolically charged arena of the court educated the public in new ways of being human.

       

      Trials of Passion is a complement to my last two books. In certain ways, it’s the final part of a loose trilogy which began with Mad, Bad and Sad – a book that traced the rise of the mind-doctoring professions over the last two hundred years in their interplay with women. In that history, I found that love gone wrong emerged as one of the earliest causes of madness to be cited by the mind doctors. Love appeared high on William Black’s table of 1810 listing the factors that had precipitated people into Bethlem. As erotomania it featured prominently in the madness classifications of one of the founding fathers of psychiatry, the French alienist J.-E. D. Esquirol. Contorted desire also wove its way into many of history’s female maladies, from hysteria to nymphomania and beyond. For Freud, this was the propulsive force for any number of so-called functional disorders.

      In All About Love, my anatomy of the unruly emotion that love is, I tried to tease out some of love’s malignant as well as what I guess we could call its beneficent trajectories. Over these last decades, we have become singularly aware of the complexities of the emotion inside the family: from sexual abuse to emotional neglect, the too much or too little of ‘love’, and its attendant consoling or disruptive fantasies, shape the kind of human the child will become. The child’s history within the family and its attachments, scientists now generally agree, affects the neurology of the mind, as well as any later so-called personality disorders the adult may suffer from.

      Excess lies in the very nature of passion. In love, we become obsessional: only what relates to the beloved and our emotions preoccupies us. Fantasies and daydreams pile in. Thoughts that are inappropriate to a given situation or don’t even feel like our own flood our minds. We grow akin to stalkers and pursue the object of our passions. Inflated by love, the pursuer feels grandiose, omnipotent, larger than him/herself. There is an assumption that the other is responsive to our passion. Love (and sex) has made us permeable, so that we can no longer feel our own borders, determine where we end and the other begins – just like when we were babes at breast. If rejected, we grow smaller than Alice through her looking-glass. Jealousy can then leap up and derail. So can hatred, passion’s frequent shadow – particularly if the beloved then leaves us for good and we are cast into despair, become less than ourselves. Accepting the reality of loss can be a slow, painful and dismantling experience. Grief lies in wait for many loves, and the mourning over separation – just like that for the ultimate separation that death is – can tumble into melancholy.

      Exactly where all of this too common experience shades into madness – or a score of more recent, itemized, psychiatric diagnoses – is a moveable feast. Romantic love, with its underlying carnal core in the notion that two beings will fuse and merge into one, can be a dangerous pursuit, even if for centuries it was backed up by the domestic fact of Christian marriage which annihilated a wife’s independent legal identity. When two fuse into one, any later attempt at separation can entail a perilous tearing-away from the merged identity: the ‘betrayed’ lover feels dismantled, literally torn apart. She or he may be filled with disbelief and refuse the separating-out, or feel attacked and seek revenge. Murder of the other can sometimes, to the perpetrator, feel like a killing-off of a hated part of oneself, so closely have two become one.

      Where the tipping or breaking point comes that precipitates a crime or triggers an existing psychosis (or set of delusions) into violence is hardly an exact and generalizable science. Individuals, including those that break and go mad and bad, are all different. So are definitions of crime: the horror of domestic violence has only become a crime late in the last century in the West. We have made the oddly named paedophilia – or love of children – a crime, while extending the legal period of childhood well beyond the moment when most young people have experiences they themselves call sexual.

      Romantic love with its passionate core, its excess of longing, its necessary illusions, its idolization of the beloved, also slips easily into versions of erotomania: in the 1920s Gaëtan Gatian de Clérambault’s erotomaniacs dreamt of distant, high-status affairs paralleling all phases of a ‘real’ romance, until illusion tumbled into delusion and a delirium of violence. Others, like intimate stalkers, misread cues, fell in love, imagined betrayal and sought revenge. Where the ‘madness’ of love erupts into crime and whether medico-legal definitions of insanity can then prevail are what this book investigates.

      Because comparisons between societies, their legal and medical systems and understandings of justice help to illuminate what goes on in each, the following pages take us first to Britain, then to France and America. In each I have chosen a widely reported trial of passion – not in any way simply to do with sexual predation or perversion – to focus on, though other trials important to the doctors and for the cultural shifts they helped to provoke, cluster round. The first two major trials are of women who murdered, or attempted to. The third is that of a man. It seemed to me that since men and women are not deranged by love in altogether parallel ways, it would be interesting to chart some of the different paths each have taken.

      The principal histories I’ve chosen are not the all too common domestic crimes in which violent husbands murder long-abused and allegedly straying wives, or even the more occasional crimes in which the downtrodden wife strikes out and back: violence of this sort was as sadly prevalent in the early history of the mind-doctoring professions as it is now. I have concentrated instead on the less usual crimes: the ones that captured the imagination of their time, provoked a social furore and necessitated the presence of the psychiatrists at some stage. They produced trials through which the mind doctors extended their influence. These were public events that elaborated and broadcast understandings of passion and ‘insanity’ in its many forms both in and outside the law.

      Such uncommon and sensational trials had a marked impact on social debates and arguably on relations between the sexes. In them, women left conventional middle-class passivity behind to become actors: their crimes were calls to freedom in which they became agents of their own fate. In turn, the trials both reflected and generated anxieties about gender. They instigated greater scrutiny of women’s condition and interrogated where social restrictions, sexual attitudes, unequal status and sheer injustice propelled crime. One could say these were trials that educated: they probed buried emotions, hidden sexual relations, and sometimes a larger, more generalized injustice that had erupted into crime.

      At the time this book begins, in 1870, the divisions between the public and the private, to say nothing of the secret sphere, were far more rigid than they are today. Outside fiction and poetry, the emotions and the inner life of the individual, let alone sex, were rarely discussed. Criminal trials – in which lawyers pleaded on behalf of deranged lovers, while mind doctors gave an opinion on insanity and extreme emotion and journalists engaged in commentary and elaboration – dared people to think the unthinkable. They marked one of the new public arenas where the passions, the perversions, the sexually permissible and the attributes of the feminine were examined.

      Between my first case and my last, the mind doctors had grown their influence and understanding and had become regular assessors of mental states, as well as expert witnesses. In many countries, the earliest being Germany, Austria and France, they worked as forensic psychiatrists within the apparatus of the law. A modern era of collaboration had been ushered in.
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1. The Borgia of Brighton


      On Wednesday 16 August 1871, a notice was posted by order of the Chief Constable of the Brighton police:

      
         

        BOROUGH OF BRIGHTON

        £20 REWARD

        Whereas some evil-disposed person has lately sent to different families in Brighton, parcels of fruit cakes and sweets, which have been found to contain poison, the particulars of two of which cases are stated at the foot hereof, notice is hereby given that whoever will give such information to the undersigned as shall lead to the apprehension and conviction of the offender will be paid a reward of twenty pounds.

      

      The bottom of the notice, printed in full in the Brighton and Hove Gazette the following Thursday, gave detailed descriptions of the boxes of ‘white deal’ (pine) in which the poisoned delicacies had been sent, carriage fully paid from London Victoria rail station to ‘different persons in Brighton’. Each of the boxes contained a variety of preserved fruits, nuts, sweetmeats and cakes, some of which were separately wrapped. The outer wrapping paper carried a message: ‘A few home-made cakes for the children, those done up are flavoured on purpose for yourself to enjoy. You will guess who this is from, I can’t mystify you I fear. I hope this will arrive in time for you to-night while the eatables are fresh.’ Another note, the police stated, was much the same, except it was signed ‘G.M.’.

      The message-wrapped delicacies contained the poison.

      As rumour spread, something akin to panic gripped the city. Just two months back, on 12 June, a small boy, Sidney Albert Barker, aged four and two months, had died after eating a poisoned chocolate purchased from the well-known confectioner, Maynard of West Street. Everyone, it seemed, knew someone who knew someone who in those spring and summer months had been affected by chocolate creams and sweets. Left in bags in sundry places or purchased direct from Maynard’s, these chocolates had produced stinging throats, nausea, diarrhoea and high temperature – all signs of ‘irritant poison’.

      Food scares were hardly rare in Victorian Britain. In 1862, the Privy Council had estimated that one-fifth of all butcher’s meat came from diseased animals. Ice cream, or ‘hokey-pokey’, might contain anything from lice to bedbugs and any number of bacilli. Copper was used to heighten the colour of butter, bread and gin. Other treacherous additives adulterated everything from milk to mustard, wine and preserves, while arsenic dyes saturated wallpapers, curtains, upholstery and carpets. Indeed, arsenic use was widespread, and until the 1851 Arsenic Act, which required purchasers to sign a poison register, it was also freely available. Women used it in cosmetic preparations, to clean their bonnets or treat the ‘itch’ – STDs. Tobacco and food might well come wrapped in arsenic-tinted paper. Men, like the twenty-seven-year-old American Mrs Maybrick’s fifty-year-old husband, used it as an aphrodisiac, a fact that didn’t prevent her being convicted of his murder by poison in 1889, largely because she had all but confessed to adultery.

      Hard chocolate, a novelty at the time, was still something of an upmarket and coveted delicacy. To find it becoming the bearer of poison gave it an emphatically sinister edge. Who could be responsible for the creation of these toxic sweets and their malicious diffusion?

      The June inquest on little Sidney Barker had found against neither the chocolate-maker nor Maynard’s the purveyor, despite clear testimony that his sweets were on occasion poisonous. Sidney had died from the effects of strychnine. Several letter-writing Brightonians – one of them signing himself a ‘seeker after justice’, while expressing condolences – had urged the boy’s father to pursue legal proceedings against Mr Maynard. This hadn’t happened.

      Now came a new orchestrated wave of poisonings. It transpired that all the toxic sweet boxes referred to in the police notice had found their way to the homes of prominent Brighton citizens: Mrs Emily Beard, wife of Dr Charles Izard Beard of 64 Grand Parade; their neighbours Mr and Mrs Boys – who lived just a few numbers down on this elegant tree-lined avenue, a mere canter from the India-inspired exoticism of the domed Royal Pavilion where George IV, while Prince of Wales, had cavorted with his beloved Mrs Fitzherbert; Mr William Curtis, proprietor of the Brighton Gazette, the city’s self-proclaimed ‘fashionable and conservative chronicle’; Mr G. Tatham, a borough justice; and the chemist, Isaac Garrett of Queen’s Road.

      Chief Constable George White asked Inspector Gibbs to investigate. He had been in charge of the Sidney Barker case. Inspector Gibbs was alerted by the doctor treating Mrs Beard’s servant, taken severely ill after eating some of the wrapped teacup-shaped plum cake her mistress had abstained from, that he had also been called to the side of one Christiana Edmunds. She too had received a poisoned gift box and was unwell. Inspector Gibbs was already acquainted with Miss Edmunds. She had come forward to testify at the inquest into little Sidney Barker’s death, since she had been affected early on, it seemed, by the plague of poisonings. She had told the coroner then that on two separate occasions the chocolate creams she had purchased from Maynard’s had produced a burning in her throat and made her ill. She had sent the chocolates to a chemist for examination: a report had come back saying they were ‘strongly impregnated with zinc in combination with a vegetable or organic acid’.

      Christiana Edmunds lodged with her mother at 16 Gloucester Place, just a few steps north and across the wide avenue from Grand Parade. Like its neighbours, this was a lofty, elegant residence, though their rented rooms were perhaps not quite what the women had been used to while Christiana’s father, one of Margate’s leading architects, had been alive. Giving her age as thirty-five, Christiana was single, self-possessed, fair, above average height and well dressed – as the press later commented. When Inspector Gibbs arrived at Gloucester Place on the afternoon of Sunday 13 August, Miss Edmunds was reclining on a sofa.

      ‘Here I am again, Mr Gibbs, nearly poisoned.’ She addressed him without rising from the couch. ‘You have heard that I have had a box sent to me with some fruit in it.’ The Inspector presumably nodded and pressed her a little, for Miss Edmunds went on: ‘It came on Thursday evening, about half-past 7 by post; it is evidently from some one in the town, for it bears only the Brighton postmark, and it is evident that it is no one acquainted with me, or they would have known my address and known how to spell my name properly.’

      In response to Gibbs’s further questioning, Miss Edmunds told him the green box she had received contained some strawberries, two apricots and a pair of new gloves. Her mother had eaten the strawberries and was fine. ‘I ate one apricot and that was all right, but the next was very bitter and I spat it all out, and have been ill ever since.’ Evidently worrying about another burst of poisonings, she asked Gibbs whether it was true that other boxes had been received. She had heard that Mrs Beard had had one. Gibbs told her of the other parcels. ‘How very strange!’ Christiana Edmunds mused, ‘I feel certain that you’ll never find it out.’

      But Inspector Gibbs was a shrewd and experienced detective. He also had a stroke of luck. Dr Charles Beard came to see him with a host of suspicions of his own. Beard was fairly certain that this was not the first time his wife had been subject to poisoning or attempted poisoning. He had let it pass before, since he had had no proof. But now, he could no longer contain his worries, whatever the personal risk to his reputation.

       

      Charles Beard, an active and enterprising doctor, was one of three sons (one of whom now lived in Italy) of a propertied Brighton family. He had gone up to Trinity College, Cambridge, at the age of nineteen in 1846, taken a BA and then embarked on a medical degree at St Bartholomew’s Hospital in London. A respected member of the Royal College of Physicians, Beard also had a more adventurous side. In 1860 he had joined the British volunteers who went to the aid of the Italian revolutionary Garibaldi and his Mille, or One Thousand, in the great and greatly romantic campaign – covertly supported by Britain – to liberate Sicily from Neapolitan rule and eventually unify Italy. The same year, Beard married Emily Izard, probably a cousin, the wife who was to bear him four children. A year later, they were living at 64 Grand Parade and Charles was building up a practice amongst the affluent of Brighton, as well as serving on the staff of the Sussex County Hospital. He would rise to the post of Government Inspector of Vaccination in the West Midlands and Yorkshire.

      The story Charles Beard told Inspector Gibbs was not one that was easy for a Victorian gentleman to recount. This was an intimate tale and one that might impugn his respectability. For lack of definitive evidence and probably for fear of the implications it might have on his status, he had put off the telling of it, perhaps for too long. But now, he would brave the courtroom and the inevitable publicity.

      Charles Beard was right to worry about his reputation. During this period, and increasingly since the new Court for Divorce and Matrimonial Causes had come into being in 1858, trials had become fodder for the national and local press. The intimacies revealed on the witness stand were often more shocking than what appeared in the pages of novels. The courts, as reported in the legal columns, had become one of the few spaces in Victorian Britain where the private sphere openly met the public. Under the interrogation of magistrates, the secret passions of both ladies and gentlemen stood to be exposed – often enough, verbatim – in the pages of the next day’s newspapers. Veils were lifted on desires and types of relationships that had formerly remained unspoken and unscrutinized.

      Christiana Edmunds had for about five years been both a patient of Dr Beard’s and a friend – of his wife’s as well, he stressed. Since 1869, she had also been writing him long and amorous letters, as often as two or three times a week. Sometimes more. She was, in short, in love with him. Whether he had encouraged a romantic liaison or whether any physical intimacy had taken place remains unclear. He denied the latter, but her letters – some twenty of which he had felt it necessary to destroy, lodging the rest with the court recorder – certainly point to an intimate ‘friendship’. It would not be the first time the word had been used to cover over other kinds of intimacy. Whatever its precise nature, it is clear that in Christiana Edmunds’s mind this was a uniquely passionate friendship.

      In the summer of 1870, Beard had tried to cool the relationship and put a stop to her letters: these came to him at his home address, were forwarded to him, or even handed to him in the course of a medical visit. ‘This correspondence must cease, it is no good for either of us,’ he purportedly told her. Christiana didn’t or couldn’t see it that way. Meanwhile Beard’s unsuspecting wife continued to welcome Christiana and her mother into the family home, often when Charles was away travelling.

      Then in September 1870 everything changed. Christiana was making an evening visit to Emily Beard, who was with an old, deaf and ailing house guest, a Mrs Richardson. On the point of leaving, Christiana brought out some chocolates which she said were intended for the Beards’ sleeping children. Abruptly, and with a gesture impelled by an uncustomary violence, she forced one of these sweets into Emily’s mouth, then rushed off.

      In the accounts, the suddenness of this gesture – as if it were propelled by an explosion from within – is reminiscent of other reports of unexpected violence by individuals living out a delusional fantasy. Christiana may have been in the grip of a familiar erotic scenario. Charles had said her letters to him must stop, inevitably suggesting or using the existence of his wife as an excuse. In Christiana’s mind, getting rid of the obstacle that was Emily thus became the logical solution to what Charles too wanted: he was as much in love with her, she imagined, as she with him. Her sudden violence, with no prior identifiable provocation from Emily herself, suggests that a propulsive inner narrative directed her action: she was acting, possibly in a state of delirium, for the couple-in-love that she and Charles were in her fantasy.

      Christiana’s chocolate cream, Emily told Charles when he returned home from one of his work trips, had had a cold metallic taste. She had spat out what she could of it. All night long, saliva had run from her mouth. She had felt very unwell and suffered from diarrhoea.

      Late in September, Charles paid a visit to Christiana at her house. In a veiled and joking manner he alluded to his wife’s illness after eating the chocolate Christiana had given her. He also mentioned the very precise use to which the new instrument, the spectroscope, could now be put in detecting poison in animal tissue. Christiana’s response to his insinuation that she had poisoned Emily was emphatic. She denied any mischievous intent. She herself, she insisted, had been ill after eating chocolates from Maynard’s.

      It was shortly after this that Charles Beard told his wife about the many letters Christiana had sent him. Whether he told her anything more about the nature of their relationship remains unclear in the court record. He was not, after all, on trial, and despite the prodding of advocates, Victorians were still notoriously reticent about spelling out in public what went on in private. The question had even arisen of whether the new Court for Divorce and Matrimonial Causes should bar its often immodest proceedings from the press, since some maintained that, printed in full, the reports damaged public morality and could be thought to contravene the Obscene Publications Act. In any event, Beard didn’t see Christiana again until after the New Year. He was preoccupied, he said, with work and travel – and perhaps with contemplating a move away from Brighton. When they finally met in January 1871, Christiana made it clear that she wanted to return to their old intimacy. He told her that was impossible: he just couldn’t shed the suspicion that she had made some kind of attempt to poison his wife. At the direct accusation, Christiana waxed indignant. Hadn’t she been poisoned too? she declared again.

      She may well have believed it. Disavowal, a splitting-off of what one doesn’t want to know about the self, is not an unusual psychic manoeuvre.

      The following day Christiana went to Dr Beard’s house with her mother. Mrs Edmunds later testified that her daughter had absolutely insisted on the visit. Both women expostulated with Dr Beard and reprimanded him strongly. His insinuations were slanderous. There may have been no absolute threat, but Beard was left with the certainty that if he didn’t want to face a slander suit, one which he could ill counter given that there was no positive evidence to hand, he would have to retract his accusation of poisoning. He ended his meeting with the Edmunds women by laughing the matter off and putting his suspicions to one side.

       

      Beard’s attempt to cool relations with Christiana showed little sign of working. She felt his coldness all too ‘keenly’. Over spring and summer, as reports of chocolate poisonings around Brighton gathered pace, so too, it seemed, did Beard’s anxiety. In a letter postmarked 3 July, Christiana wrote to him of her appearance at young Barker’s inquest. The letter is eager to stress that poisoning in Brighton is rampant, that she herself is a victim amongst many others, and that Emily Beard’s poisoned chocolate cream all those months back had nothing at all to do with her – he of all people must understand that. Her long letter to this effect would eventually be read out in court.

      It is a lover’s letter, full of endearments, some, a little mysteriously, in Italian: Christiana may be making common cause with Charles’s romantic interest in that country, as well as showing off her sophistication. She makes rather jaunty use of Italian, too, when talking of his wife and her mother, abstracting them into generic roles, ‘La Sposa’, ‘La Madre’, as if in private they shared this jocular foreign designation. The tone of the letter is thoroughly flirtatious and intensely familiar. It begins with a suggestion that a lovers’ tiff has taken place, that Christiana’s own last letter insisting on rupture was an overreaction, and now she is simply too weak to bear what she herself has set in train:

      
        
           

          Caro Mio, – I have been so miserable since my last letter to you. I can’t go on without ever speaking to you. What made me write so? I thought perhaps it would be better for both of us, but I have not the strength of mind to bear it.

        

      

      She goes on to say that she and her mother bumped into Emily, back from travel, in the street. She didn’t like to talk about the poisoning case in a public place, so she called on Emily to tell her that she was obliged to appear at the Barker inquest. Christiana wanted her to tell Charles, but his wife had said she didn’t want to unsettle him.

      
        
           

          However, dear, I mean you to know about this dreadful poisoning case, especially since I had to give evidence; and I know how interested you would be in it as you told me you would give anything to know what La Sposa swallowed. I sent you the analysis and have no means of knowing whether it was sent you…

        

      

      For Christiana, it is crucial that Charles recognize that the town is in the grip of a wave of poisonings of which she is wholly innocent and is herself a victim. The expert chemical report she has called for testifies to that. Only thus can she hope that their relations will be resumed.

      After the inquest and what seems to have been for the Beard family a holiday period, Charles saw Christiana at his home for tea on 12 July: he and his wife had agreed that to see her in person would be the kindest way to proceed. He told Christiana that Emily had known about her letters since September last. He stressed again that they really had to stop. ‘It wasn’t good for either of them.’ Christiana expressed great surprise that he should have shown his wife her intimate letters, and so long ago. Writing is a crucial, utterly private expression of her link with ‘Caro Mio’.

      The second attempt on Mrs Beard’s life – by means of one of the several parcels of poisoned sweetmeats – follows in August, not long after Christiana learns that Emily has been made privy to her letters. Betrayal and resistance on the part of the beloved trigger violence in the lover. The violence seems to be carried out in a state of denial, by a part of Christiana that is separated off from her everyday self. Meanwhile, Christiana herself identifies with Emily, the wife she might want to be, the victim of her poisoning act, and can say quite honestly to the police, fully believing what she says, that she, too, has again been a victim of poisoning.

       

      Having given the sweetmeats to her servants, Mrs Beard has had a lucky escape, but only just. One servant has been violently ill, and a second affected as well. All this has at last compelled Charles Beard to take his doubly incriminating, though somewhat expurgated, hoard of letters to the police and air his suspicions about Christiana.

      Inspector Gibbs now knows that the parcels received on 10 August have all resulted in poisonings: people have been affected at the Beards’, the Boyses’, the chemist Mr Garrett’s, and the home of the editor of the Brighton Gazette. The letters Dr Beard has shown to Gibbs also confirm that Christiana Edmunds’s handwriting matches that of the person who had written anonymously complaining to Sidney Barker’s father after the inquest into his son’s death by chocolate. On Thursday 17 August, Inspector Gibbs apprehends Christiana and remands her in custody. Her response to the charge of the attempted murder of Mrs Beard and attempting to administer poisons with intent to do grievous bodily harm to the other addressees is this: ‘Me poison Mrs Beard? Who can say that? I have been nearly poisoned myself.’

      Christiana’s earlier challenge to Gibbs – whether teasing, taunting or simply sincere – that he would ‘never find it out’ had underestimated the detective. Then again, after her long and formidably complicated odyssey to win over and win back Dr Beard, she may well unwittingly have wanted to be caught. Her poisoning ploys certainly involved her in sailing very close to the police. It would be for the magistrates and then the criminal court – with a little help from the mind doctors – to determine whether Christiana was an innocent wrongly accused; or a promiscuous, evil and jilted femme fatale inspired by the heroines of the sensational novels of her day such as Lady Audley or Lydia Gwilt – women willing to go to any lengths to get their man; or a poor benighted spinster whose mind was irretrievably addled, and had been so from birth. None imagined – or not openly and publicly, at least – that she might be all three: a woman in love whose passion had edged her into madness – an erotomania that insisted her love was returned – and attempted to create, however deviously and arrogantly, the conditions that would enable fantasy to become real.

       

      
2. The Hearing


      Although it was only a middle-sized town, Brighton at that time had a cosmopolitan flavour. By choosing it as his ‘health-giving’ seaside retreat in the mid-1780s and buying a farm there, gradually to be transformed into the mammoth Royal Pavilion, the Prince of Wales and his entourage had helped to turn a small fishing village into a resplendent resort – one graced with well-designed squares built by leading architects. Artisans of all descriptions flocked there through the late eighteenth century and the nineteenth. So too did the new professionals, a chic bohemia and high society. During the various wars they were joined by continental aristocrats and other refugees. The Chain Pier, painted by both Constable and Turner, then the West Pier and high-wheeled, canvas-covered bathing machines lined the long beach. These latter, complete with steps and shielding umbrellas, permitted ladies to be discreetly dunked into the waters.

      When the railway came in 1841, closing the distance between Brighton and the capital, it grew into a favoured pleasure resort for the new tourists. Queen Victoria may have found the town, and particularly the Pavilion, a little extravagant and over-indulgent for her tastes – and sold the latter back to the city in 1851 – but Brighton continued to grow. In 1871 the Brighton Gazette, a sophisticated paper interested in foreign news, the condition of women and John Stuart Mill as well as the comings and goings of lords, ladies and notables, remarked that the Franco-Prussian war and the terrors of the Commune had brought more visitors than ever to the ‘hospitable refuge of Old England’: ‘many of the wealthier have made the watering places, Brighton in particular, their abode, engaging first class residences until Christmas’.

      But neither events abroad, for all their tragic dimensions, nor John Stuart Mill’s thoughts on the subjection of women could command as many column inches or special editions of the Gazette as the proceedings against the alleged Borgia of Brighton. She herself certainly read the paper. Whatever her thoughts on Mill or on the sexual politics of her own situation, Christiana seemed to disapprove of some of the paper’s coverage: she had, after all, targeted its publisher with one of her poison parcels.

      Poisoning, particularly when the poisoner was a woman, was a crime beloved of the Victorian press. As one judge commented in mid-century, it was a crime of ‘strange and horrible frequency’. He was referring in particular to its use by wives against husbands. Since poison could easily be cloaked in food and drink, and since its impact could be slow and steady, it was a means of murder amenable to use by women. Indeed, in the course of the century, poisoning acquired a particularly feminine stamp, certainly in the press. Fifty-five per cent of women who went to trial for killing their husbands, as opposed to five per cent of men who killed their wives, employed poison. Although the absolute numbers were far smaller than murders by men, the fear was about that many silent, secretive killings had in fact been carried out by vengeful wives, with no one any the wiser. A sinister threat to the marital and sexual order, poisoning was deemed a particularly unnatural form of murder: the dangerous, witch-like women who turned to it for their desperate crimes were considered singularly monstrous.

      On 18 August 1871, Christiana Edmunds faced a hearing presided over by several magistrates, led by Deputy Stipendiary Magistrate F. Merrifield, as well as Brighton’s mayor. Her defence attorney was Mr Charles Lamb. The prosecution was conducted by a Mr Stuckey. Depositions were made by Emily Beard, who recounted the two attempts on her life; Dr Charles Beard, who spoke of his and his wife’s relations with Christiana and read out the letter she had sent him about the inquest; their servants, who corroborated the effects on them of the poison cake; and the surgeon who had examined the servants. He stated that he fully believed arsenic would produce the violent stomach pains and retching that had been suffered. There were other witnesses as well, all of whom built up an evidential trail that led only to Christiana.

      The chemist Isaac Garrett of Queen’s Road made a crucial deposition. He had been one of the recipients of a parcel from London – in his case one that contained two toxic peaches, and half a sovereign wrapped in a note stating: ‘The last of my debt and the first of the peaches from my garden’. The brief letters Garrett read out in court helped to explain this unsigned message. These letters had been delivered to him by three different lads, the first on 8 June, four days before the child Sidney Barker’s death by chocolate creams; the second around 14 July, and the final one on the 19th – a few days after Charles Beard and Christiana Edmunds had met and the occasion on which he had attempted to sever all relations with her for the second time.

      Two of the letters purported to be from a neighbouring North Street chemists, Messrs Glaisyer and Kemp. The first asked for half an ounce, or less if that quantity wasn’t available, of ‘strychnia’, sealed up in a bottle. Garrett sent the messenger back with a note saying he could only supply a ‘drahm’. A letter containing half-a-crown duly came back saying that that would do for the time being until their own supply arrived – ‘their signature always being sufficient before in their business transactions. Should Mr Garrett feel the least hesitation in supplying them, they must apply elsewhere.’ Evidently the signatory, even if not Messrs Glaisyer and Kemp of North Street, knew that an act of 1865 had made obtaining poison a transaction that demanded an authenticated signature. Garrett supplied the strychnia.

      Around the 14th another messenger brought a note purportedly from the borough coroner, one D. Black, saying he would be obliged if Garrett could lend him the book in which he registered the poison drugs he sold. It wasn’t that he suspected any irregularity, but only to help him in his investigation. Garrett complied and within half an hour the book was returned, though as he noticed only later, several of its pages relating to a period six months earlier were missing. The final missive to Garrett came once more purportedly from Glaisyer and Kemp, this time containing a shilling and asking for two or three ounces of arsenic. He was now suspicious and didn’t send it. Instead he contacted the chemists directly, who told him they knew nothing of this or the prior transaction. It was then that Garrett informed the police that something was awry.

      The deposition of the second chemist, Mr Glaisyer, confirmed Garrett’s account.

      Called once more by the prosecutor, Inspector Gibbs said that after hearing from Garrett he had on 26 July, and on a hunch, written to the woman known to him from the inquest as Christiana Edmunds. She had responded saying that she had bought her last chocolate creams from Maynard’s on 10 March and she had immediately sent them to be analysed. It was this letter that provided a sample of Christiana’s writing under her own name for the police. The writing matched the anonymous notes sent to Albert Barker, Sidney’s father, urging him to pursue Maynard and have him held responsible for his son’s death.

      Christiana’s advocate, Mr Lamb, protested. A handwriting expert needed to be called. The magistrate agreed. The long first day in court drew to a close and despite Lamb’s best efforts, bail was denied. Christiana Edmunds was remanded in custody until Thursday 24 August. In the meantime, vomit was sent for analysis to the presiding expert, Dr Letherby. A second police notice was posted offering a reward of £6 to each of the three messenger boys who had carried notes to Garrett’s.

       

      On Thursday, 24 August a large and unusually feminine and affluent public crammed into Brighton’s new courthouse well before proceedings started. Completed in 1869, this ample red-brick structure trimmed with stone and wearing a royal coat of arms over its west entrance on the corner of Church Street, conveniently close to Grand Parade, proved too small for the excitement the case had generated. Many were turned away and had to settle for the numerous press accounts that appeared in papers across the nation.

      The hearing began shortly after eleven. According to the Daily News’s account, ‘The accused sat in a corner of the ordinary prisoner’s dock, being attired in a black silk dress, black lace shawl and black bonnet with veil.’ Christiana’s demeanour was throughout ‘quiet and self-possessed; but she occasionally glanced round the court with evident interest in the scene’. Other papers describe her with a pencil in her hand, methodically making notes; or looking about her like a diva and acknowledging acquaintances. The Times has her fair, well dressed and self-possessed and ‘smiling as descriptions were given of the pains taken to trace the band administering the poisons’.

      Like some observer of her own fate, Christiana seems to be enjoying the excitement she has generated around her. At least on the surface, she seems indifferent to the hearing’s possible outcome. Her dramatic black may be a signal of modesty or of mourning: she was a woman who cared about clothes and the significances of appearance. It is tempting to see in her choice of dress an echo of Wilkie Collins’s fatally seductive heroine in Armadale, the poisoning and poisonous Lydia Gwilt, who hides her powers behind the ladylike garb of ‘a thick black veil, a black bonnet, and a black silk dress’. Christiana’s assiduous note-taking is also much reported: she is evidently an educated woman and one for whom writing counts. The fact that Charles Beard held on to her letters for so long before destroying some and handing others over to the police may also suggest that these letters carried some kind of resonance for him – as they patently did for her. It is interesting to note that unstoppable writing seems to play a crucial part in many of these excessive and dangerous love stories – from Christiana’s to our own contemporary ‘stalkers’.

       

      The proceedings begin with Mr Stuckey for the prosecution stating that he has a great mass of evidence to lay before the court and he will then ask for a further remand.

      Mr Lamb objects, saying the court must confine itself strictly to the charge: the alleged attempt to poison Mrs Beard by means of arsenic. The chief magistrate agrees, but adds that attempts to obtain strychnine may also be relevant to the charge.

      Witnesses appear: the Beards’ cook testifies that the cake that came in a parcel from London had made her very sick; Mrs Cole, a greengrocer’s wife, states she saw Christiana with Adam May, the eleven-year-old who then identifies Christiana as the woman who asked him to take a message to Garrett’s the chemist. Having read it, Mr Garrett gave him a book which he took to Christiana. She paid him fourpence-halfpenny. Mrs Cole is called again, despite Defence Attorney Lamb’s objection that the prosecutor is on a fishing expedition. The magistrate reminds him that this is a preliminary hearing and that any evidence obtained might have an important bearing on the ultimate case. So Mrs Cole returns to the stand and states that about a week before the inquest on Sidney Barker, the prisoner came into her shop, bought a few things, and at the same time left behind a paper bag from Maynard’s which contained chocolate creams large and small and three lemon bullseyes. The sweets were fine, but when her daughter bit into the chocolate cream, it tasted foul and she spat it out. When Mrs Cole came across Christiana at the inquest, she denied doing any such thing.

      A ten-year-old testifies that he had taken chocolate creams, given to him by Mrs Cole and left by Christiana, to his mother, who ate a small piece and felt as if her eyes were coming out of her head. She was shaken by convulsions, felt a great heaviness in her limbs, couldn’t move and was ill for some four days. Another eleven-year-old states that the lady in the dock had sent him to Mr Garrett’s on Queen’s Road with a note, telling him that if he was asked where he had come from, he was to say Messrs Glaisyer and Co. He was given a packet, like a letter, and met the lady again on North Street. She gave him sixpence.

      The evidence against Christiana was piling up and it seemed to implicate her in a far more ambitious poisoning spree than that directed at the wife of the man she was infatuated with. As the day unfolds, Isaac Garrett the chemist testifies that he knew the prisoner. She had made occasional visits to his shop over some four years, always paying in ready money, always mentioning a train she had to catch. At the start of the current year, she had begun to come more frequently; then on 28 March, after buying some toilet articles, she had asked if he could supply her with a small quantity of strychnine in order to kill some cats. She and her husband had been much annoyed by them of late and wanted to get rid of them.

      Garrett refused. She coaxed him, said there were no children in the house and she would take care that it only passed through her own and her husband’s hands. Garrett told her he could only supply it if there were a witness, and that witness well known to herself. She said the only person she knew in the vicinity was the milliner, Mrs Stone, three doors down from his own shop. Christiana fetched Mrs Stone, gave Garrett her own name as Mrs Wood, Hillside, Kingstown. He filled out the details in his book, which was duly signed by both women. The court’s clerk read out the transaction from Garrett’s ‘Sale of Poisons, Registry Book’: ‘March 28, 1871. – Mrs. Wood, Hillside, Kingstown; strychnia, 10 grains; destroying cats’.

      Masquerading as Mrs Wood, the prisoner had come to his shop several more times over the next two months, Garrett further testifies. She talked of her garden and brought him asparagus from it and complained that the strychnia had had no effect on the destructive cats, and she needed more. Garrett was persuaded, and on 15 April supplied her with ten more grains, following the same procedure as before. After several more visits on which she began to mention that she and her husband were moving to the country, on 11 May she asked Garrett for more strychnine, this time to kill an old and diseased dog whom they couldn’t take with them. He finally granted her wish. He never saw the prisoner again until her appearance in court. The pages that had been torn out of his register under the ploy of the coroner having sent for it corresponded to the dates on which Christiana had purchased poison as Mrs Wood

      Milliner Mrs Stone, the witnessing signatory in the poison register, corroborates Garrett’s evidence. She testifies that the prisoner, heavily veiled, had been to her shop to purchase another veil, giving as her reason for the need of a second that she ‘suffered from neuralgia’. She had then returned to ask her the favour of signing Garrett’s poison register. Mrs Stone went reluctantly. Mrs Wood came back a second time saying she had lost her veil: she bought another and asked for the same favour again. She needed the poison, she had said, to stuff some birds.

      After Inspector Gibbs’s narrative about visiting a reclining and supposedly unwell Christiana on Sunday 13 August, there comes a clinching statement from one of those ‘downstairs’ witnesses who haunt the sinners of ‘upstairs’ Victorian life. Adelaide Ann Friend, housemaid to a woman who let rooms in her Margate house, testified that a room had been rented for half-a-crown to the prisoner on 8 August. She had stayed for two nights. In Christiana’s room the maid had seen several deal boxes, like the ones deposed. Opening them, she had found two peaches inside one – peaches had been sent to Mr Garrett. In another there were crystallized fruit. Another was empty. But after the lady left on the eight o’clock morning train to London the next day, the maid had found a small round cake, like that in the exhibits. She had eaten it and was none the worse for it.

      Another servant, this time from Christiana’s Brighton address, testifies that Miss Edmunds and her mother at seven o’clock on the morning of 8 August had left to get the train for Margate. Only Christiana had a case with her. She was going to visit her sister’s grave and to look over a house. Her mother returned half an hour later, Christiana the next evening at six-thirty. The servant further tells the court that on the Friday before, 4 August, Miss Edmunds had asked her to throw away some powder packets, which were partly undone. She had kept one, thinking it might be myrrh, and had given that to Inspector Gibbs.

      In response to the prosecutor’s query, the servant says that, no, the house was not bothered by cats. However, another resident’s perfectly healthy dog did suddenly die, twisting about and suffocating on 27 May, having an hour before spent a little time being patted by Miss Edmunds.

      It is more or less on this morbid note that the hearing, having lasted for nearly six hours, is adjourned until the following week. When it is reconvened amidst even greater excitement, the prosecutor formally announces that he wishes to extend the charges against Christiana Edmunds to include not only attempts against all the individuals who had received parcels by post on 10 August, but also earlier attempts to administer poison to a number of people, one of whom has been seriously ill in hospital.

       

      By the end of these preliminary hearings, the charge against Christiana will rise to murder, a rare charge against a middle-class woman. As witnesses detailing her activities – to obtain poison, infuse it into chocolate, return poisoned chocolates to Maynard’s, leave bags of poisoned sweets in sundry shops – and their effects grow in number, ‘deeply veiled’ Christiana, The Times comments, remained ‘perfectly calm and self possessed’ and employed ‘her time in writing notes to her sister [Mary] who sat below the dock, for her solicitor’. The prisoner’s countenance, the reporter goes on to observe, ‘is one likely to be remembered if once seen, and this will account for the readiness with which she was identified’. Christiana is indeed identified by a range of boys and young men who had acted as her messengers, as well as the various shopkeepers who had served her.

      The excitement around the case is now such that the courtroom is completely filled an hour before start time. Lawyers overseeing the case for other implicated parties – Maynard’s, Garrett’s – and soon one representing the family of the dead boy, Sidney Barker, join the principal prosecution and defence counsels. Each poisoning charge is heard in turn and the inevitable repetition makes the evidence against Christiana rise with damning momentum. A bird-stuffer testifies to collecting, and another to examining, a dead dog picked up from 16 Gloucester Place: when opened up the dog was found to be full of poison. A handwriting expert from London deposes that the writing on the deal gift boxes and their notes corresponded to Christiana’s, while that on the notes to the chemist didn’t correspond to anyone at the neighbouring establishment, Glaisyer’s, or to the coroner’s. Christiana, in other words, has written all the notes herself.

      Various expert witnesses, doctors and a professor testify to finding dangerous quantities of arsenic in the cake sent to Mrs Beard and lesser amounts in the sweetmeats in other parcels, as well as to treating those who had eaten fruit and cakes for symptoms corresponding to the effects of ‘irritant poisoning’. More young messengers depose that over the summer they had bought chocolates from Maynard’s at Christiana’s request and then brought them back to the shop after showing them to her. Shopkeepers claim that she had left bags from Maynard’s in their shops from as early as last March. When asked by one shopkeeper if she had forgotten a bag of Maynard sweets in her store, she denied it. Their contents eaten, serious illness followed. The chemist Professor Letherby reiterates the evidence he had given at the Barker inquest as to the strychnine contained in little Sidney’s stomach. The difference now is that it is clear that Christiana Edmunds not only had access to strychnine some days before the child’s death, but had also, through her messengers, had chocolates purchased from and then returned to Maynard’s, where they were put back on display shelves. These chocolates contained poison.

      On 7 September, Christiana Edmunds is charged with the murder of Sidney Barker. Like a woman in a trance, she seems oblivious to the seriousness of this new charge. Nor do the newspapers indicate any particular response from her as Sidney’s uncle, Charles David Miller, a superintendent to a coach builder, describes how he asked for the ‘best’ chocolates from Maynard’s on 12 June, then took them home for his nephew who was holidaying with his parents in Brighton. The chocolate the child ate at around eight in the morning had no effect. But the one he consumed in the afternoon he complained had a ‘nasty’ taste: after about ten minutes, he started crying, his limbs became stiff and within twenty minutes he was dead. The uncle’s evidence is corroborated by his brother, the landlady and the doctor who arrived just as little Sidney was suffering his last convulsions. The post-mortem had shown a healthy child killed by poison. The doctor cut out his stomach whole, sent it in a sealed bag to Inspector Gibbs, who sent it to the expert Professor Letherby for analysis. It was found to contain a quarter of a grain of strychnine – enough to ‘produce the death of a child of the age of this little boy’.

      Christiana’s ‘self-possession’, the term the papers repeat in describing her, has an ambivalent weight. In part it is a compliment to her ladylikeness. But it is also an attack, a condemnation of her imperturbability in response to the death of a child. This hard-heartedness utterly undermines Victorian notions of femininity. It turns Christiana into a monster, a threatening femme fatale, whose sexuality is so rampant in its pursuit of her male prey that she can only, in the eyes of some, be mad.

       

      
3. A Wilful Killing?


      In charging Christiana Edmunds with murder, the prosecutor underlined that he had

      
         

        the most painful duty to discharge of proceeding against the prisoner for wilfully killing Sidney Albert Barker… Her object…was that she had conceived a passion for Dr Beard, and having endeavoured to remove Mrs Beard out of the way so long ago as September last, by placing in that lady’s mouth a poisoned cream, she had endeavoured, by spreading poisoned sweets about, to give the idea that the poisoned cream she had thus tried to give to Mrs Beard was only one which she might have innocently received. The prisoner had this passion for Dr Beard, and in the desire to renew the intimacy broken off by her attempt of September last must be seen her reason for tampering with sweets.

      

      The next day Christiana’s letter to Charles Beard which included material about the inquest was again read out in court. Against the background of the new murder charge it had a far more ominous ring. The Times reprinted it in full and noted, at the end of its ever-dry account of Friday’s proceedings, that ‘the friends of the prisoner frequently wept’. Prosecutor Stuckey spelt out that he had now found a motive for Christiana’s murderous actions following her first attempt to poison Emily Beard. Christiana ‘was influenced to poison the sweetmeats’ in order ‘to draw off Dr Beard’s suspicions, and lead to a renewal of the friendship formerly subsisting between them’.

      The details of Christiana’s letter against this background of mounting incriminatory evidence took on a newly dramatic significance. They gave reasons as to why she had sent chocolates from Maynard’s for chemical analysis; why she had made a point of appearing at the Barker child’s inquest; why she had written anonymously to his father afterwards to protest that Mr Maynard hadn’t been held responsible. Everything had been done so that Charles Beard would exonerate her from his accusation of attempting to poison Emily:

      
        
           

          My dear boy, do esteem me now. I am sure you must. What trial it was to go through, that inquest. La Madre was angry I ever had the analysis; but you know why I had it – to clear myself in my dear friend’s eyes. She always said nothing was meant by you. No, darling; you wanted an excuse for my being so slighted.

        

      

      The immensely complicated plot of buying arsenic and strychnine, of testing out quantities on animals, of masquerading and hiding her tracks, of initiating random poisonings in Brighton, of travelling as a lone woman to Margate and London, of lying to all and sundry, had all been undertaken in order to deflect the suspicions of the man she loved. She needed to have Charles allow their intimacy, and perhaps crucially also allow her letter-writing to begin again. The French would have called it a crime passionnel: her favoured Italians, a delitto passionale. Both countries might have been lenient with her and rather more understanding than the Victorian English about that temporary madness – that delirium – that love and jealousy could provoke. In the English courtroom, where Christiana was tried, no legal precedent was cited. Her relationship with Charles Beard was probed only once, in the initial court proceedings.

      Pressed by Christiana’s lawyer, Charles Beard stated emphatically that he had never written any letters to Christiana. He hadn’t known immediately about the first attempted poisoning of his wife because he had been out of town. Nor had he seen Christiana for some months after that time because he was travelling:

      
        
           

          Mr Lamb – Why did you not tell her [Christiana] then that you had told your wife [about the letters]?

        

        
          Witness – I had never answered her correspondence, and when I saw her I told her that I must decline to have a continuation of our friendship which had existed hitherto. I thought that was sufficient.

        

        
          Mr Lamb – Say ‘intimacy’ instead of ‘friendship’.

        

        
          Witness – You can put it as you like; I saw her twice about Christmas, once with her mother and once alone.

        

        
          Mr Lamb – Did you take any means to prevent letters being sent to you?

        

        
          Witness – I took no action in the matter to prevent letters being sent.

        

      

      Whatever Christiana might have hoped, there would be no defence for her from Dr Charles Beard, nor any greater indication that the man she addressed as ‘Caro’ or ‘dear boy’ acknowledged any substantial part in what for her was a patently obsessive, but also a reciprocal, passion. Upright Victorian family man that he was or pretended to be, respectability and reputation came first for Beard, who certainly wouldn’t put his name to potentially incriminating letters. Yet that aura of respectability is one that Christiana also apparently honours. She may finish her letter to Charles ‘…make a poor little thing happy, and fancy a long, long bacio [kiss] from… ⁠’, but she then signs in another and secret name, ‘DOROTHEA’. In recounting her appearance at little Barker’s inquest in her letter to him, she repeatedly stresses that she never mentioned ‘your name or La Sposa’s’. ‘No, the rack shouldn’t have torn your name from me, and the only reason I said September [as the time the first poison chocolates circulated] was, that you might see I had concealed nothing.’

      Unconsciously (or consciously) tempting fate, she presses her honesty home, writing that when at the inquest the reporters’ pens rushed to take down everything she uttered, these lines flew into her memory: ‘The chiel’s amang them taking notes/ and faith he’ll prent it.’ They come from Robert Burns’s ‘On the late Captain Grose’s Peregrinations Thro’ Scotland’; translated, the full stanza reads:

      
        
          
             

            If there is a hole in all your coats,

            I advise you care for it:

            A fellow is among you taking notes,

            And faith he will print it.

          

        

      

      The sentiment is one Burns often repeated: If you have anything to be ashamed of, beware: there’s a scribbler in your midst who’s taking notes. The truth will out and he’ll make sure of it. Power should expect no free pass from the Muse.

      Christiana, like so many reading Victorians, evidently knew her Burns; but in quoting him here to Charles Beard, was she expressing not only a worry that the interrogators at the inquest would find her out, but also a veiled threat to the man she patently considered her lover?

      Their secret would out, and she might be the scribbler who – at once knowingly and unwittingly – revealed it.

       

      
4. The Rumbles of History


      Who was this woman who is evidently well read, who clearly enjoys writing and does so in a style not all that different from the sensation novels of her day? A woman who in her attempt to rid the world of the wife of the man she was in love with unleashed an elaborate plot of wholesale poisoning on a town in order to cover her tracks – a plot worthy of Wilkie Collins or Mary Braddon, who were themselves inevitably, like Christiana, also inspired by the press reports of their day?

      In early July 1857, when she was in her twenties, Christiana would have been aware of one of the most sensational of the period’s court cases, one mingling sex and poison, and eagerly followed by all the newspapers. Twenty-one-year-old Glaswegian Madeleine Smith, like Christiana the daughter of a well-known architect, was accused of poisoning a young Frenchman, Pierre Émile L’Angelier, who, as Madeleine’s letters scandalously proved, had been her lover. ‘Our intimacy has not been criminal,’ Madeleine wrote to Émile, in a letter of 30 April 1856 quoted in court, ‘as I am your wife before God, so it has been no sin our loving each other. No darling, I am your wife.’ But Émile was only a struggling foreign clerk, one her father couldn’t approve. When a better match presented itself and Émile made himself difficult to shed and wouldn’t return her many telltale letters, it is likely that Madeleine administered a deadly dose of poison, having tried lesser doses unsuccessfully in the past.

      In any event, on the night of 23 March 1857 L’Angelier was found dead and large amounts of arsenic were discovered in his stomach. He had a letter from Madeleine on him, bidding him to come to her side – though she claimed it was from the day before. In court, neither judge nor jury wanted to believe in her guilt, and since the evidence was largely circumstantial, and hanging a terrible fate for a pretty, effervescent middle-class young lady, she was declared not guilty. ‘There is something so touching in the age, the sex and the social position of the accused,’ the judge stated, summing up a widespread wish that Madeleine be innocent and womanhood saved.

      During the trial, detailed scientific evidence was given by a professor of chemistry, Frederick Perry, that Christiana might have been impressed by. Dr Perry was only one of several chemical experts who in the course of the latter half of the century took the stand in court and whose evidence was widely quoted in newspaper reports. Indeed ever since 1836, when James Marsh had developed the first test for detecting arsenic in the stomach, science had grown increasingly prominent in the witness box. In his evidence Dr Perry talked, like one of the many readily available domestic handbooks on medicine and drugs, of the quantities of arsenic needed to kill a man, the number of grains in a drahm, the most efficient forms of administering the poison. The fact that cocoa or chocolate were substances in which a considerable dose might be conveyed without the taste being instantly detected was mentioned several times. The evidence also seemed to suggest that a solid medium would be more effective than a liquid one. Some of these sensational facts may well have lodged themselves in Christiana’s mind, together with the ‘innocence’ of the attractive young middle-class woman in the dock.

       

      Christiana Edmunds was not quite the thirty-five-year-old initially described at the Brighton hearings. She was in fact forty-three, but the appearance of relative youth was important to the Dorothea she was posing as. Her true age would become significant at her trial.

      She was born on 29 August 1829 in the growing Kentish coastal town of Margate to William Edmunds and his wife, Ann(e) Christiana Burn. Her mother was the daughter of a major; her father, the son of a carpenter, Thomas Edmunds, who had risen in society in the early 1800s to become the proprietor of the White Hart Hotel on Margate’s up-and-coming Marine Parade. Thomas Edmunds was also the surveyor who after the gales of 1808 oversaw the rebuilding of Margate Pier, foreseeing that it might become a promenade for fashionable visitors. William Edmunds, born about 1801, followed in his father’s footsteps. For a brief period after his father’s death in 1824, William looked after the family hotel with his elder sister Mary, who in 1815 had been subject to a libel suit for having rather brilliantly lampooned a man ominously called Boys – though there is no clear indication that this Boys bore any relation to the one Christiana later targeted with her poisoning. (This aunt of Christiana’s, perhaps not altogether unlike her niece, ‘had a habit of writing offensive and annoying letters, not only to her friends but to persons to whom she was totally unacquainted’.)

      William Edmunds became a surveyor and a principal architect in Margate’s nineteenth-century efflorescence. In 1825, when the town’s parishes had outgrown their churches, he won the Church Building Commissioners’ competition to build Margate a new ‘Gothic Church at the time of Henry the Third – to contain two thousand sittings’. From the remaining evidence, Edmunds was not only a fine draftsman but an imaginative architect. The church may have ended up costing more than the Commissioners had bargained for, but it was grand in conception and ‘visible at a considerable distance from shore’. At the time of its consecration in 1829, which coincided with Christiana’s birth, William Edmunds was at the height of his powers. His public buildings included the new Margate lighthouse, the offices of the important Pier and Harbour Company, known as the Droit House, and a lavish shopping precinct in the High Street called The Boulevard, locally known as ‘Levey’s Bazaar’. The Kentish Chronicle of 18 August that year noted that Edmunds’s Boulevard commanded ‘universal admiration… It now takes the lead as a promenade.’

      His flurry of activity spread, together with his reputation. Over the next few years, he completed Trinity Church in Dover, a new workhouse at Herne, extensions to the Kent and Canterbury Hospital – an establishment his youngest son would sadly have some connection with after his father’s death – and a grand ornamental pavilion where the city of Dover gave a resplendent dinner for the ageing Duke of Wellington.

      In 1828, William Edmunds married Ann Christiana Burn, and the couple came to live in Margate’s elegant Hawley Square with its handsome, tall Georgian brick edifices. Christiana was their first child, followed by a boy, called William after his father. Mary Burn followed in 1832 and a year later Louisa Agnes. Finally, in 1841, came Arthur Burn.

      As Christiana grew, so her father’s fortunes declined. Official surveyor to two of Margate’s major civic enterprises – the Margate Pier and Harbour Company and the Margate Commissioners for Paving and Lighting – Edmunds was targeted during 1836–7, a moment of public discontent with the Companies, for mismanagement of funds. The deputy chairman of the Pier and Harbour Company committed suicide in 1836, augmenting the sense that general embezzlement was taking place. Though Edmunds himself was just about cleared in the furore of accusation, his salary was reduced first by one and then by the other company. The family grew poorer, and after 1839 he built no new edifices and disappeared from public view.

      In 1842, when Christiana was entering her teens, the family house was sold. Soon after, William Edmunds’s state of mind must have become a trial for his family and affected them in deep, if differing, ways. ‘He was very strange in his manner… He raved about having millions of money, and attempted to knock down his medical man with a ruler.’ So stated an aged Ann Christiana Edmunds at her daughter’s trial, as she revealed the story of William Edmunds’s shadowy afterlife in the most cursory, if sensational, terms. Her deposition formed the only defence that could be offered for Christiana – a defence of hereditary insanity. But madness in the family has many more ways of affecting its members than the Victorian understanding of heredity gives room for. William’s wild behaviour, the content of his ravings, his wife and children’s ways of coping with it, the shame of his confinement to an institution, the poverty this in turn brought on the family – all of this affected its members as much as any loose notion of heredity.

      ‘In 1843 my husband became insane and was sent to a private lunatic asylum at Southall, where he was confined till August 1844… He had to be confined in a strait jacket before going to the asylum. He had two attendants before he was sent there.’ So stated Mrs Edmunds. Sydney Cornish Harrington of Datchworth, her son’s brother-in-law, amplified this in the ‘memorial’ or affidavit he produced to plead Christiana’s pardon after her trial: William Edmunds in his manic state had talked of his ‘immense wealth and the vast number of cities that he had built’ to his two listening attendants, before trying to overpower them. Only his wife, when called, could finally settle and command him.

      Violent, William was described as a ‘dangerous lunatic’ by the proprietor of the Southall Park Asylum to which he was sent. This was a small private establishment, family-run and, like many of its kind, once a handsome residence now converted to new use. It had been opened in 1838 by the reputed Sir William Charles Ellis (1780–1839), whose humane methods of caring for the mad had been inspired by the Quaker William Tuke’s famous York Retreat.

      Like many of the early-nineteenth-century mind doctors, Ellis believed that work and the discipline it provided were crucial to providing possible cures for those who suffered madness. He had brought these principles to his work as superintendent of the large Wakefield Asylum, from where he had been recruited to the giant Hanwell Asylum in Middlesex. Here he put in place what were then considered progressive ‘moral’, by which were meant psychological treatment techniques. After political disagreements with the Middlesex magistrates, Ellis and his wife – ever a partner in his asylum management – left Hanwell and established the private Southall Park asylum in the vicinity. Advertised as a retreat suitable ‘for any Lady or Gentleman whose mental state may require a separation from their immediate friends and connexions’, the asylum offered gardens and grounds for outdoor exercise and relaxation as well as horses, billiards, music, cheerful views and the sense of a home away from home.

      By the time William Edmunds arrived at Southall Park, Ellis had been dead for some four years and the premises were licensed to a Dr J. B. Steward, who testified at Christiana’s trial. He described her father as being fond of good living, but not a hard drinker. The spur to his malady was, perhaps appropriately for an architect, ‘the loss of the sale of a house’. Acute mania characterized him on admission. He was ‘violent and restless’, and ‘talked nonsense’, insisting he was worth millions. William Edmunds, it was clear, had his idée fixe: he felt he had been cheated out of an elevated public position, one he couldn’t live without. Eventually he became ‘paralyzed’. The ‘paralysis’ Dr Steward mentions in his deposition is the catch-all classification of the later 1800s: ‘general paralysis of the insane’. Only in 1913 were its symptoms definitively linked to the ravages of tertiary syphilis. If William Edmunds did indeed have syphilis, this may also account for the ‘epilepsy’ and ‘idiocy’, or learning difficulties, that the youngest Edmunds, Arthur Burn, was said to suffer from, though there is no indication that Mrs Edmunds was affected.

      Southall contained only some nine ‘lunatics’. A stay there did not come cheap: two guineas a week for the better rooms. In today’s terms, depending on the measure used, this translates as around £200 (using the retail price index) or £1470 (when compared to average earnings) per week. A lengthy confinement in such asylum style was not something a mother with four children still to raise and little income could afford. Unsurprisingly, William had to be brought home from Southall in August 1844 ‘from considerations of expense’.

      Christiana was then fifteen. As the eldest daughter, it is likely that she had to help care for her father. Together with her siblings, she would have heard his manic outbursts and the overblown fantasies of grandeur, loss and resentment they contained, all with their emotional and in part material core of truth. William had indeed fallen from greater heights than he now occupied. We could speculate that contained in his insistence on millions acquired and cities built, there is a family narrative of a decline unjustly propelled by others – his accusers at the Margate companies. This could well at some level have infected Christiana’s adolescent sense of herself. There are traces of her father’s malady in her own hypersensitivity about her status and her prickly arrogance: her complaints about her jailers, her insistence on being treated like a lady; the straining for equality that her letter to Dr Beard emits – with its Burns quotes and its fashionable smatterings of Italian. Class, after all, is central to Victorian life and its demarcations. Hanging on to gentility as well as reputation is crucial.

      The financial plight of the Edmundses is clear from the fact that a mere six months or so after William’s return from the private asylum, he is sent off in March 1845 to the far shabbier Peckham House, an institution with a less than sterling reputation. Often overcrowded, Peckham House by 1846 contained 402 inmates, the largest proportion of them pauper lunatics, sometimes as many as four to a small room, and with very few keepers. The food was insufficient and met with criticism from the Commissioners on Lunacy, who had begun investigative work in 1844 just before the 1845 Lunacy Act, which enshrined them as a centralized overseeing government body. Indeed the Commissioners had entertained thoughts of closing Peckham down, but given the lack of public asylum places, ‘if licences were withdrawn from houses containing large numbers of paupers, there would be no alternative, but to send the patients to workhouses, or to board with other paupers, where they would not have the care which they now receive under regular visitation and supervision’. Apparently, by 1847 the situation at Peckham House had improved, but by 15 March that year, as Dr Henry Armstrong of Peckham House explained at Christiana’s trial, Williams was dead, after suffering three years of ‘general paralysis’.

      There is no written record of how William’s years of madness and ultimate death in confinement affected the family. But it is clear that his madness rumbled through their lives – whether we understand this in psychological ways or along the biological hereditarian lines the Victorian doctors then preferred. In that hothouse that a family is, his excessive and eccentric behaviour seems to have affected several of the Edmunds children and become something of a family trait.

      Christiana’s teenage years were coloured by her father’s illness, the family’s decline and financial difficulties. She was nearing her twentieth birthday when her father died. Her youngest brother was eight and would soon begin to have the epileptic fits that would have him permanently committed to Earlswood Asylum, a vast institution at Reigate, principally for those with learning disabilities, whose patron was the Queen. According to his mother, Arthur had been an ‘idiot’ from an early age, a condition which the family, but not the doctors, attributed to ‘a blow to the head’. A little while after or perhaps even before the father’s death, the family rented a house in Canterbury at 3 Watling Street – perhaps so as to avoid too many questions from Margate acquaintances. Help for Arthur was sought from two doctors here, both of whom were attached to the Kent and Canterbury Hospital. Dr Hallowes and Dr Andrews signed the 1860 medical certificate that committed the young man to Earlswood, where he lived until his death in 1866. Christiana and her mother may then have moved back to Margate before moving again to those fatal lodgings in Brighton.

      After the death of her father, Christiana herself went through some kind of episode. Around 1853, she was sent to London for treatment. Like a case of hysteria from the annals of Jean-Martin Charcot or the young Freud, she was then paralysed down one side and her feet were so affected that she was unable to walk. In her deposition, her mother emphasizes that Christiana ‘suffered for many years from Hysteria and when a child used to walk in her sleep’. It seems the challenges of becoming a Victorian woman would stop her walking in her twenties when wide awake.

      Whether Christiana’s ‘hysteria’ was in part the effect of an early unrequited love or a way of escaping an unwanted marriage, whether it was due to a lack of opportunities for intelligent women, genteel but poor, or occasioned by a lack of suitable suitors, it is a fact that at one point she chose what would later become known as a ‘flight into illness’, and remained unattached. She became one of those one in four Victorian women classified as ‘spinster’. Meanwhile her younger sisters, though not unaffected by the family’s decline, did marry. The dynamics of sibling relations, the way their mother may have characterized their successes and failures, the frustrations of the family situation, all inevitably played their role in shaping the rather girlish woman Christiana would become.

      All the Edmunds girls were educated – Christiana at a private school, her later records show – and reached a ‘superior’ level of attainment. Louisa Agnes, four years younger than Christiana, worked for some time as a governess in London. It may have been here that she met the widower and naval surgeon Julian Watson Bradshaw: it was certainly in London that she married him in December 1862, when she was twenty-nine. It’s tempting to speculate that the marriage didn’t go well for her, since in a moment of ‘violent hysteria’ she tried to throw herself out of a window and was only saved by her mother and a servant holding her down. Or it may be that Louisa’s ‘violent hysteria’ happened at a time closer to Christiana’s, before she left home for London. Either way, by 1867, at the age of only thirty-three, four years into her marriage, Louisa was dead, buried in Margate. There was no inquest, so a second suicide attempt can’t be inferred.

      Christiana’s and Louisa’s labile and excessive states seem to have found an echo in their brother William. There are few traces of him in the historical record, but according to the memorial sent to the Home Secretary after Christiana’s trial by Sydney Cornish Harrington of Datchworth, William as a young man had dramatically threatened suicide when he was refused permission to marry Sydney’s sister. So great were the family fears on both sides, that William’s wish was granted. His own family seems to have provided a fertile training ground for his later profession. At the time of Christiana’s trial he was head of the asylum on Robben Island, which also served as a leper colony and a political prison, much later to house Nelson Mandela for eighteen years.

      The only Edmunds child whose behaviour seems to have been unaffected by the early family drama was Mary Burn, the middle sister. At the age of twenty-four, on 18 September 1856 in Henley on Thames, she married the Reverend Edward Foreman of Amberley in Sussex. Sister Mary seems to have lived an ordinary middle-class Victorian life, giving birth to five children, the youngest of whom went up to Cambridge. But Mary’s elder sister’s acts plunged her into a different world. She attended Christiana’s trial, helped where she could and also cared for her tireless mother, who died only in April 1893, five years before Mary herself. There is no record of what Mary thought of Christiana’s passionate delusion.

       

      
5. Sex and the Victorian Hysteric


      As a young woman classified as a hysteric in the 1850s, Christiana would have been understood as suffering from an illness that engaged both her nerves and almost certainly her uterine system. This latter incorporated what we would now name ‘sexual’, a word whose meaning shifted rapidly from that time on. J. Crichton-Browne, the influential medical director of the West Riding Asylum, lecturing to students at the Leeds Medical School, points out:

      
         

        …mental phenomena in health and disease… are influenced in no slight degree by the sexual functions, and they exercise a reciprocal control… The period of the rut in animals is accompanied by mental activity, which borders upon morbid excitement, while the gravid state of the uterus in females of our own species may lead not merely to change of temper, morbid appetites, and capricious eccentricity, but to chorea [tics, or involuntary movement], somnambulism, amaurosis [darkening or loss of vision], convulsions, or mental derangement. On the other hand, a condition of mental agitation may derange the menstrual discharge, and ideas may modifiy the nutrition of the sexual apparatus.

      

      Crichton-Browne goes on to give an example of a hysterical pregnancy in which the power of the delusion induced changes in the ‘vascularity of the uterus and the ovaries’. In this lecture he wants to distinguish between what he calls ordinary hysteria – which involves ‘incontinence of the emotions’, ‘moral obliquity’, ‘towering egotism’ and ‘positive delusions’ – and the even more serious ‘hysterical mania’. While ‘the mental affection is the more prominent feature’ in common hysteria, in hysterical mania both the uterus and the brain are definitely in play. Crichton-Browne is a believer in the physiological base of mental illness, and although he states that there is no necessary continuum between his first and second kind of hysteria, it only takes a small increase in ‘intensity and persistency’ for recognized ‘mental derangement’ of the second sort to come into effect.

      It’s clear that, for Crichton-Browne, the very condition of being female and possessing a uterus is a dangerous business, prone to tumble one into insanity at the merest provocation. The very biological factors that differentiate women from men – menstruation, pregnancy, lactation and menopause – are seen as trigger points for madness. The whole reproductive system enchains women to uterine, and thus nervous, disease. Meanwhile female desire, itself, as the leading Victorian gynaecologist William Acton underlined, giving scientific back-up to the period’s ideological presumptions, is an aberration. In his Functions and Disorders of the Reproductive Organs (1857), which deals mainly with male sexuality and the danger to vital energy that masturbation constitutes, he notes that ‘happily for society’, the majority of women ‘are not very much troubled by sexual feeling of any kind’. After the opening of the new divorce courts in 1858 and its examples of sexually desiring women, he revised his views slightly:

      
         

        What men are habitually, women are only exceptionally. It is too true, I admit, as the divorce courts show, that there are some few women who have sexual desires so strong that they surpass those of men, and shock public feeling by their consequences. I admit, of course, the existence of sexual excitement terminating even in nymphomania, a form of insanity that those accustomed to visit lunatic asylums must be fully conversant with; but, with these sad exceptions there can be no doubt that sexual feeling in the female is in the majority of cases in abeyance, and that it requires positive and considerable excitement to be roused at all…

      

      In his footnote on nymphomania, Acton discusses the excision of the clitoris, which has been recommended as a cure, only to say that he doesn’t consider it effective, since there is also ‘special sensibility’ in several portions of the vaginal canal.

       

      Not all the mid-nineteenth-century mind doctors in Britain bought into the uterine or ovarian theory of hysteria and presumed it had a physiological base. Argument was rife, and continued at least until the end of the century. Nor did all of them agree with the guiding Victorian notion that the existence of female desire was itself an indication of a classifiable condition, such as nymphomania, calling for confinement in an asylum. But many shared a sense of the precarious nature of being woman. Women are both endangered and dangerous.

      Julius Althaus (1833–1900), a cultivated German-born and -trained neurologist, prolific writer and eventual founder of the Maida Vale Hospital for Nervous Diseases in London, for instance, is keen to leave the uterus to one side and focus on hysteria’s emotional character alone. Althaus had briefly worked with the young Jean-Martin Charcot in Paris, and at times sounds more radical than that French Napoleon of the Neuroses himself – certainly in his conception of hysteria. All symptoms of hysteria, Althaus writes in 1866, ‘have their prototype in those vital actions by which grief, terror, disappointment and other painful emotions and affections are manifested under ordinary circumstances, and which become signs of hysteria as soon as they attain a certain degree of intensity’. Women whose ‘sensibility is blunt’, Althaus argues, ‘never become hysterical; while those who are readily accessible to impressions coming from without, who feel acutely and are liable to strong emotions, are certain to become hysterical and made to suffer mental agony or prolonged pain’.

      The Protean range of symptoms they may then manifest can include any or several of the following: convulsive attacks, fainting fits, pain, cough, difficulty in swallowing, vomiting, asthma, hiccups, palpitations of the heart, general and partial loss of power, paralysis, anaesthesia and hyperaesthesia. These are extreme symptoms, and yet this is an ordinary enough condition, one that ‘impressionable’ women who are not particularly ‘strong-minded’ are prone to suffer from in an age that requires a ‘long and laborious training’ in ‘self-control’.

      George Drysdale, in his Physical, Sexual and Natural Religion, by a graduate of Medicine (1857), a book that was soon renamed The Elements of Social Science (1861), was more outspoken in his analysis of hysteria. He had a reformer’s zeal and it was clear to him that hysteria was a mentally and emotionally occasioned condition linked to the sexual abstinence the age demanded, particularly of women. ‘A morbid sexual state both physical and mental lies at the root of hysteria,’ he writes. He emphasizes that the disease is particularly prevalent amongst women of the upper classes, ‘among whom the sexual feelings are much more prominently developed, from the want of a necessary employment to occupy the mind, as well as from the various causes – such as novel reading, poetry, romance, dancing, theatricals, and so many other excitements which elevate to the highest pitch the sexual desires, and paint the delights of love in the most glowing colors’.

      Hysteria begins, in his view, with puberty when the young girl is filled with tempestuous desires and surrounded by endless temptations and excitements that are necessarily ungratified. She is forced to hide her feelings and desires. ‘That which should have been the young girl’s pride and delight, becomes her shame and her torture; she must conceal, the unhappy one! And studiously repress her eager and beautiful emotions, and can we wonder that bewilderment, timidity, and impotence result?’ The inability ‘to select her marital mate’ for herself compounds the difficulty of her condition: ‘… nature cannot bear this constant state of slavery; and ever and anon she shows in the hysterical convulsions, in the wild tumultuous hysterical emotions, or in the delirious excitement of nymphomania (love-madness) that she will not be repressed. The passions of youth are a volcanic fire, which in the end will burst through all obstacles.’

      Drysdale, though not a woman, had experience of this ‘volcanic fire’. Son of a prominent Edinburgh family, he had had a deeply troubled adolescence which resulted in a breakdown brought about by guilt over his uncontrollable desire to masturbate. Fleeing to the continent, he had disappeared so totally that his family thought him dead. When he finally returned, it was as a free-thinking social and sexual radical. Unrepressed sex had cured him. After studying medicine, Drysdale published his book anonymously: voicing his ideas as himself would have brought shame on his family.

      Drysdale is an early feminist. He links hysteria to the fact that a girl is never allowed ‘to go about alone, like a young man’. Subjected to a ‘constant espionage’, she is frequently forced to do things in an underhand manner, to the destruction of her sense of dignity and rectitude. Nor do things necessarily get much better with age. Hysteria, that disease which can take all shapes and any, also attacks the ‘single or widows, or barren women, or such as are indifferent to, or dislike their husbands (which last class in this country of indissoluble marriage is unhappily so large a one)’.

      The intolerable Victorian restrictions on women’s movement and desires are in the name of that supposedly great female virtue of chastity. As long as the ideas regarding this so-called virtue remain, it is impossible for woman to obtain greater freedom. ‘Until the difference in “sexual privilige” between man and woman is attended to,’ Drysdale emphasizes, nothing will make much impact on hysteria. ‘If we do not remove the main cause of hysteria, namely, insufficient sexual gratifications’, it is totally impossible to prevent the disease.

      Nor is cure by a physician to be anticipated. Like some early Freud recommending a dose of penis normalis, ‘love is the only physician, who can cure this peculiar disease; and it is vain for a medical man to expect to supply his place. The passions, which have been repressed and thrown into disorder, must be gratified, and the proper healthy stimulus given to the sexual organs, so as to restore their nervous balance, before we can have any rational expectation of a cure.’

      Reading Drysdale, one begins to think, as Freud might later have done, that Christiana Edmunds’s ‘love-madness’ was an unconscious attempt to initiate a self-cure.

      It is not altogether impossible that an educated woman like Christiana, whose life was criss-crossed by members of the medical profession, would have read the revolutionary primer on sexuality that The Elements was. A doctor like Charles Beard, who had travelled abroad and had an experience of other cultures, would probably have read it and might silently have shared its stress on the importance of unrestricted sex for the physical health and mental balance of both men and women, who were more usually idealized in Victorian England as desire-free. The Elements, after all, sold some ninety thousand copies and was translated into eleven languages.

      The Victorians, increasing work on the period has made clear, were not uniformly the dutiful, sexually repressed and rampantly moral exemplars they often aspired to be and preferred to portray themselves as. There would have been no treatises against masturbation if self-pleasuring didn’t exist. Many men, from chief justices such as Alexander Cockburn to prime ministers such as Palmerston, kept mistresses, often perfectly respectable ones. These were women worldly enough to ascribe sexuality a place, which wives, worn out by repeated pregnancies, may not have been. What is not publicly spoken about may still be privately lived. Christiana Edmunds, grappling with the tensions and inner conflicts in which her social place enmeshed her as a young woman destined to become one of Victorian England’s redundant spinsters, was evidently tempted by other possibilities, one of which was the mantle of mistress – which might even be a stopping point on the way to wife, if only the existing sposa could be made to vanish.

       

      
6. Fashions in Treatment


      Short of the extreme recourse to a uterine operation, which could include a form of clitoridectomy, the treatment Christiana Edmunds would have undergone for hysteria would not have differed all that much, whatever understanding of hysteria the doctors she saw held. Althaus speaks of three different categories of treatment. The first is emotional and consists of removing the causes of the hysteria, ‘viz., painful emotions’. This, he notes altogether reasonably, is the most difficult feat of all and often fails to work despite the doctor’s best efforts, since it entails rousing the will of the patient ‘to reconcile her to her position in life, and obtain for her the best possible conditions from those who surround her’. Returning lost fathers or lost suitors is not within the doctor’s usual range. Tact and perspicuity are necessary in treating the patient; and sometimes the recommendation of a total change of air and scene – ‘a voyage to the Cape or Australia does wonders’.

      The uterine theorists would not have bothered with the first of Althaus’s headings for treatment, but would instead have replaced it with a physical intervention, such as pressure on the uterine area, a dose of nitrate of silver to the cervix, the use of a vaginal pump syringe or douche, perhaps even the sedative potassium bromide, so much of which was used later in the century at the Salpêtrière asylum in Paris for both hysterics and epileptics. Or they might have leapt straight to the second and third of Althaus’s facets of treatment: modifying the constitution and relieving the symptoms. Modifying the constitution is basic to much Victorian medicine and indeed our own, though we would probably replace the term ‘constitution’ with ‘lifestyle’. This usually entailed a type-specific regime which included diet (bland or nutritious), baths (hot or cold), and taking the waters in a variety of recommended spas from Malvern to ‘St Moritz in the Engadin where the highly rarified Alpine air, the carbonated baths, and the chalybeate mineral springs combined often produce marvelous results’.

      As for the direct relief of hysterical symptoms, faradization – the conveying of a powerful current to the affected area – was as the century moved on the most common treatment, alongside its galvanic kin. Althaus was a great champion of the electrotherapies (not shock therapies, like the later ECT). The popularity of such treatments – not altogether unlike those used by beauticians and physiotherapists today – can be gauged from the numerous press advertisements that vaunt their efficacy and ever growing variations.

      ‘Pulvermacher’s improved patent Galvanic chain bands, belts and pocket self-restorable chain batteries’ promise that ‘Galvanism – nature’s chief restorer of impaired vital energy’ – provides ‘effective rational treatment [of] nervous and rheumatic pains, debility, indigestion, nervousness, sleeplessness, paralysis, neuralgia, epilepsy, cramp, and the functional disorders’ (of which hysteria is one). By listing a host of professional supporters for the therapy, including the Paris Medical School and the Royal Society, the ad tries to circumvent the worry that these faradic and galvanic treatments may edge a little too close to quackery or mesmerism, which was touted by some as treatment and considered by others a popular spectacle, like hypnotism just a little later. Some have suggested that these electric treatments were equivalent, or at least akin to, the medical masturbation that doctors also occasionally practised on hysterical patients, bringing them to paroxysm or what we would call orgasm.

      Whoever the doctor that she saw in London might have been, it is likely that Christiana chatted a little about herself, was recommended a diet and baths, and was given a course of faradization, thought to be particularly useful for partial paralyses. Talking, touching, tapping, examining, stimulating, alongside the care that a stipulated regime evoked, all helped. It certainly helped more than the punishing and detrimental surgeries that were also undertaken. A side effect of this first course of treatment, however, could be that the doctor all too easily became a love object for the patient, with or without any reciprocity on his side. (Desire being ever a riddle, this sometimes happened even with the more punitive second form of treatment.)

      We don’t know whether Christiana developed an attachment to the doctor or doctors who treated her for the hysteria she suffered from in her twenties. Her later passionate obsession with Charles Beard may have been one he, at least initially, reciprocated. They may have kissed, as her letter to him suggests, or even gone further during one of his home visits – the usual way doctors were then seen. It may be that he used and emphasized his married state as an excuse for putting a stop to emotions that on Christiana’s side were growing rampant; and this excuse in turn became her internal justification for attempting to get rid of his wife. Alternatively, Christiana may have aggrandized an ordinary caring doctorly concern, which may or may not on occasion have slipped into physical contact, and transformed it into something other and bigger, something that became delusional – fantasizing that eliminating Emily Beard would bring the doctor to her alone.

      There is no record of what kind of ailments Christiana brought to Beard’s attention. Apart from what she chose to convey, it is unlikely that he knew much of her medical history. We can only guess at what he treated her for or whether he had much knowledge of hysteria, though as a medic practising in the affluent quarters of Brighton, he probably had some: hysteria was widely diagnosed for any woman who was visibly chafing at the feminine status quo – as evidenced in her words or her mysterious physical symptoms. During the subsequent trial at London’s Old Bailey, Christiana’s mother mentions in her evidence that ‘even now at times’ Christiana would come to her room and say she ‘had had a fit of hysteria and could not breathe’. Lack of breath and the sensation of a globus, or ball, in the throat, blocking it or causing nausea, were common hysterical symptoms. So perhaps Charles Beard had been called on to treat Christiana’s nerves, amongst other ills, and had in the process generated his own form of electricity.

      Hysteria, as Julius Althaus states, is not an easily curable condition, and though it may disappear, its progress ‘is powerfully influenced by the events of life’. Christiana certainly remained in Althaus’s terms ‘impressionable’ and her relationship to ‘self-control’ had gone sensationally askew, as the sequence of poisonings shows. But her hysteria had by then toppled into something the condition did not, by all historical accounts, entail. Hysterics may have converted their unhappy and unconscious thoughts into symptoms, but classically these affected their own bodies, not the bodies of others: actions directed outwards, acts of violence, whether overt, masked or delayed, belonged to some other, graver classification. Whether it was a moral or a medical one was something Christiana’s jurors were to determine.

       

      
7. Loving Doctors


      Christiana comes into the public record with her love for Dr Beard and the criminal activities it set in train. The passion itself was already criminal enough. After all, Dr Beard was a married man and secret liaisons were hardly condoned in Victorian England. Yet doctors – like their mesmerian kin who provided treatments of an unlegitimated kind – feature regularly in this period as targets for women’s illict, often enough unnamed, desires. These are sometimes reciprocal. It is as if Freud’s understanding of transference love – the love that underpins and makes possible the whole therapeutic relationship and is a slippage from earlier and other loves – should be extended to all medical practice and not just its psychoanalytic variety, that ‘dangerous’ method which had Carl Gustav Jung entangled with his patient Sabina Spielrein.

      In a way, Victorian England itself encouraged the potential amorousness of the medical encounter. The emphasis on female purity, which underpinned Victorian morality, meant that middle-class women rarely had any experience of (unclothed) men or of the body’s sexual vagaries, at least until marriage, and sometimes not even very fully after that. There was no language except a euphemistic romantic one in which to speak of desire. Meanwhile, marriage didn’t come until around twenty-seven – and could, of course, prove unsatisfactory.

      Contact with doctors would for some women have been the only time when talk of body and sensation was permissable. The consulting room provided a space of intimacy and confidentiality, akin to a confessional but without the separating grille. For the young woman, the doctor may have been the only male ever to touch her – either with his eyes, that searching clinical gaze, or with his hands. Or with that ancient and in the Victorian era newly rediscovered and controversial gynaecological instrument, the speculum. There was a fear that the speculum, which took on several innovatory shapes at this time and provided the male with a glimpse of what the woman herself would never see, might, with frequent insertion, provoke her desire – or indeed, like the doctor’s ‘examination’ itself, satisfy it. So the doctor could easily become the site of fantasy; or use his privileged access to the advantage of seduction.

      Christiana Edmunds was scarcely the first or last Victorian woman to fall in love with her doctor. Nor was she the only one to ignite scandal and public trial as a result. In 1858 Isabella Robinson, an unhappy wife with something of a Madame Bovary about her, found herself and her illicit passions dragged all too publicly through the Court for Divorce and Matrimonial Causes – as Kate Summerscale narrates so well. Her husband had discovered a diary filled with intemperate prose relating her sensual desires and describing some charged, seemingly adulterous, scenes with a certain Dr Edward Lane. Isabella’s husband used the evidence of her diary to sue for divorce, but in court and in the press the relationship of journal entries to truth claims proved open to a great deal of argument.

      Lane was a decade younger than Mrs Robinson: lawyers and doctors advanced her age to fifty in order to be able to term her ‘menopausal’, a period received wisdom allied to erratic, lascivious behaviour, and sometimes madness. Lane was married to Mary Drysdale, the sister of the sexual reformer. Mrs Robinson and he had first met in Edinburgh’s progressive intellectual circles. Over the years, Lane saw her with some regularity at the popular spa he opened in Moor Park, an ideal location not only for a healthy regime of water, walks and the nineteenth-century version of detox, but also for amorous friendship, certainly for amorous imaginings.

      At the first divorce trial of Robinson vs Robinson and Lane, Dr Lane staunchly refuted any sexual doings and was cleared of adultery. In the second trial, thanks to the fine-tuned literary intelligence and worldly wisdom of the great Sir Alexander Cockburn, so was Mrs Robinson. In his summing up, Cockburn emphasized the unreliability of diaries, and the wavering line between fantasy and realism that such writing could fall prey to. He described Mrs Robinson, on the evidence of her writing, as ‘a woman of more than ordinary intelligence and of no inconsiderable attainments’ whose imagination was too vivid and whose passions were too strong.

      By then, Isabella Robinson’s reputation had already been thoroughly muddied by press and by prosecution, as well as defence. The last pleaded madness. Medical witnesses testified that Mrs Robinson’s rampant sexuality, itself abnormal though not unusual during menopause, was fostering delusions. She was suffering from ‘a disease peculiar to woman’, from ‘hysteria’ or ‘erotomania’ or ‘nymphomania’, produced by an addiction to ‘self-pollution’, abetted by the imaginings in her journal, which were ‘the hallucinations or the rhapsodical expressions of an over-excited mind’, as Lloyd’s Weekly Newspaper had it.

       

      The wealthy heiress Florence Bravo, suspected of poisoning her second husband Charles in 1876, also engaged in an illicit love affair with a doctor under whose sway, some thought, she had committed murder. Dr James Manby Gully was the doctor in question, and he was mid-century England’s premier hydropath. Sophisticated, well travelled, a recognized authority with several books to his name, Gully was the inventor of the famous Malvern water cure, a holistic therapy of exercise, diet, detoxification and healing mineral waters. His hydro, opened in 1842, was frequented by a host of notables from Darwin to Disraeli. Florence Nightingale, who as a young woman suffered from an ‘immobilizing’ despair, from trances and rampant daydreams, came to Malvern for Gully’s water cure. Versed in the ways of the continental spas, Gully had a way with nervous or hysterical women: he recognized that the pressures of chastity and the lack of meaningful occupation could contribute to illness.
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