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To Georgia and Sophie, the Nibbs ladies, with all my love











The Fell Spirit of the Borgias


On 17 December 1846, Saunders and Otley of Conduit Street, London, announced the publication of Lucretia, or the Children of the Night, a novel in three volumes. Its author, Sir Edward Bulwer-Lytton, MP, was one of the most popular and prolific writers of the time, whose colourful work included the celebrated opening line, ‘It was a dark and stormy night’. Priced at 31s 6d, Lucretia was an immediate success, with many thousands of fans right across the social divide, ‘in the drawing rooms of the aristocracy, in the parlours of the tradesman’, said one newspaper.


But not everyone was impressed. The Times, though not too high minded to take the publisher’s money for an advertisement, devoted two and a half columns to an emotional attack on Sir Edward’s ‘sickening and unpardonable revelations’. Only the Newgate Calendar contained so many murders in so few volumes, the reviewer wrote, while none was half so terrible and monstrous as those in Lucretia. Moreover, Sir Edward had ‘dallied so long with crime and criminals, had thrown so sickly a halo around the forms of vice, had taken such pleasure in the tricking out of naturally repulsive thoughts, that we knew it to be impossible for the man to depart for ever [from writing fiction] without some crowning work of hideousness and strangely morbid fancy’. Lucretia was that work, ‘a disgrace to the writer, a shame to us all’.


Lucretia is certainly, to paraphrase Sir Edward, a dark and stormy tale. Blood ‘gushes and plashes’, moonbeams move ‘creepingly and fearfully’ down an oaken staircase, a guillotined mother’s ‘trunkless face’ oozes gore, and all the while the heroine Lucretia Clavering poisons her way from sensation to sensation. As something of a clue to her character, she shared a first name with Lucrezia Borgia, one of history’s most famous poisoners, while her surname was borrowed from an Essex village which had recently been in the news as a hotbed of criminal poisoning.


What provoked The Times’ response, however, was more than the isolated publication of a gruesome piece of popular fiction, for Lucretia’s appearance coincided with the outbreak of a poison panic among the British public that was to last well into the next decade. ‘The fell spirit of the Borgias’ was ‘stalking through English society’, wrote one commentator, and Sir Edward was accused not only of encouraging would-be poisoners, but also with providing them with a manual to guide them.


The paranoia of early Victorian Britain that saw poisoners lurking in kitchens and behind bed curtains throughout the land, their little bags of white powder at the ready, was fuelled by several notorious cases, including the strange story of an unremarkable old farmer in an obscure village some thirteen years before the drama of Lucretia . . .
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The Big Square House in the Village


At six o’clock on the morning of Saturday, 2 November 1833 – All Souls’ Day or the Day of the Dead – in a cottage at the end of the track that led through landowner George Bodle’s orchards, young Mary Higgins came into the kitchen to start her chores. Mary was servant to George Bodle’s son, forty-seven-year-old John, and his wife Catherine, and had been with the family for three years.


John Bodle, known to everyone as Middle John, was sometimes described as the manager of his father’s estates, but the title is misleading, implying that he had an administrative, even a professional role. In fact Middle John was a labourer, sweating it out in the fields and the animal sheds alongside the hired hands just as his father had done before him. He lived in a house that his father owned and called in on his father every Saturday night to be handed his wages, just like the casual hands. Twenty-seven years earlier John had married Catherine Judd from the nearby parish of Lewisham. It was not a happy union – tales of infidelity and violence had given the village gossips plenty of fodder over the years – but in that November of 1833, for the time being at least, the pair seemed to have settled into a kind of shaky peace.


The household now consisted of John, Catherine, their two sons – twenty-three-year-old John (known as Young John) and twenty-six-year-old George – Mary Higgins and Catherine’s nephew, a fifteen-year-old, rather simple lad called Henry Perks, who had lived with the family since he was a small child. Henry too worked for old George, as a cowherd and odd-job boy. John and Catherine also had a daughter, twenty-four-year-old Mary, who had married an older man, Thomas Andrews, from the nearby village of Charlton. The couple lived with their two children, George and Edward, in rooms over the coffee shop they ran in St John Street in the Clerkenwell district of London.


Mary Higgins had gone to bed at ten o’clock as usual the night before, leaving a small fire smouldering in the kitchen grate ready for rekindling the next morning. She was normally the first to be up and about in the cottage except when her master was in a hurry. Then he would call her before making his own breakfast and throwing more wood on the fire while she dressed. As a maid-of-all-work Mary was the lowest of the low in the servant hierarchy, doing duties that would be shared by the scullery maid, housemaid, parlour maid and laundry maid in a grander house.


By the middle of the century, a maid-of-all-work in London could expect to earn around £6 to £8 a year, with an allowance for tea, sugar and beer, but Mary’s recompense would have been well below this and she may even have been glad to work simply in return for her bed and board in order to stay out of the poorhouse. Indeed, a Victorian manual on servants’ duties stated that the maid-of-all-work was ‘usually regarded as the hardest worked and worst paid of any branch of domestic servitude; it is, therefore, usually filled by inexperienced servants or females who are so circumstanced that they are only desirous of securing a home and of earning sufficient to keep themselves decently clad’. The unfortunate Mary was unable to achieve even that modest ambition: in January the parish had had to buy her a pair of stays for four shillings and in April they contributed again with a five-shilling bonnet. Later, after she had gone through a courtroom ordeal and found herself at the centre of a scandal, the overseers would give her a final ten shillings ‘to relieve her things out of pledge and go to her father’.


Robert Kemp Philp, who published best-selling handbooks for aspiring housewives, set out the daily routine for all the Marys skivvying away in households across the country. ‘The duties of a maid-of-all work being multifarious, it is necessary that she should arise early in the morning; and six or half-past six o’clock is the latest period at which she should remain in bed. She should first light the kitchen fire, and set the kettle over to boil; then she should sweep, dust and prepare the room in which breakfast is to be taken. Having served the breakfast, she should, while the family are engaged upon that meal, proceed to the various bedchambers, strip the beds, open the windows, &c. This done, she will obtain her own breakfast, and after washing and putting away the things, she will again go upstairs and finish what remains to be done there.


‘As the family will in all probability dine early, she must now set about the preliminaries for the dinner, making up the fire, preparing the vegetables, &c. After the dinner is cleared away, and the things washed and put by in their places, she must clean the kitchen; and this done, she is at liberty to attend to her own personal appearance, to wash and dress herself, &c. By this time the preparation for tea will have to be thought of, and this being duly served and cleared away, she must employ herself in needlework in connection with the household, or should there happen to be none requiring to be done, she may embrace this opportunity to attend to her own personal necessities. Supper has then to be attended to; and this finished, the maid-of-all-work should take the chamber candlesticks, hot water, &c., into the sitting-room, and retire to rest as soon as her mistress or the regulation of the establishment will permit her.’


Philp conveys well the mindless drudgery of the life but fails to describe the considerable physical demands. Lugging buckets of water and baskets of logs; scouring the range, the oven and the floors; beating mats and doing the laundry were back-breaking jobs. And the pleasant domestic scene that Philp paints, with the servant ‘employing herself in needlework’, and the reference to ‘the regulation of the establishment’ were not quite how life was lived under the roof of John and Catherine Bodle.


On the morning of 2 November when Mary came downstairs a large log was already burning in the grate and a figure sat motionless by the hearth. The shutters were still closed against the dark and the candles unlit. It was not, however, Mary’s master Middle John who was seated there, but his son Young John. Mary then remembered having heard the sound of someone chopping wood while she was still in bed. The young man told her that it had been him – a chip had flown up into his eye.




Slim with dark brown hair, a sallow skin and hazel eyes, Young John was an attractive man despite the scattering of small pits on his face, common at a time when diseases such as smallpox were prevalent. Charming as well as good looking, he presented an altogether more refined figure than his father and grandfather and the working country people around him, and his friendly nature meant that most of Plumstead was happy to forgive his aversion to work and his vanity over his appearance.


That morning John seemed taken aback at seeing Mary, the girl thought. ‘He said, “What did you get up so soon for?”. I asked, “What is it o’clock then?” and he said it was six.’ She might have asked why he was surprised, for she was up at her usual time and until a few days before Young John had seldom been out of bed before midday. Two years earlier he had tried his hand at running a coffee shop like his sister in Shoreditch in London’s East End, but the business had failed within months and he had come back to Plumstead. Like the rest of his family, he had originally been set to work by his grandfather, labouring on the farm alongside his father and brother, but this was hardly the life the young man had in mind for himself. In any case, that arrangement had ended abruptly one day in 1830 when something had happened to cause George to turn the boy out of the fields and ban him from the farm. Middle John had no idea of the reason – George refused to discuss it – but he bitterly resented the situation and itched to make his son take off his fashionable jacket and roughen the skin on his soft hands. In the meantime Young John, untroubled by his father’s opinion, lived the life of a gentleman, with free food and board and handouts from his mother from the housekeeping, although one or two people suspected he might have another, undeclared, source of income.


Mary said nothing more but trotted off to start on her other jobs. When she came back half an hour later Young John was still in the chair before the fireplace, the shutters still shut. He asked her whether it was day yet; she told him no.


Meanwhile, up at the farmhouse along the track from Middle John’s cottage, a less orderly state of affairs prevailed. There another maid-of-all work, Sophia Taylor, who had been working for old George and his wife Ann for nearly three years, was running late with her duties. The nineteen-year-old, a somewhat more feisty character than Mary Higgins, had had her ‘holyday’ the day before and spent part of it visiting the Baxter family 5 miles away at Ruxley Farm in the hamlet of North Cray.


Samuel Baxter had married George Bodle’s daughter, Mary-Ann, and was held in high regard by the old patriarch. When George and his wife Ann died, Samuel and his eldest son William were due to inherit substantial amounts of land and income, and there were legacies to the other Baxter children as well as investments that the old man had left to Mary-Ann personally. William Baxter was a few months younger than his cousin Young John but a very different man, already farming in his own right. The family had moved to Ruxley Farm in 1824 from Plumstead, where Samuel had been renting a large house and several parcels of land, including one of George’s fields.


Gossip had it that Sophia Taylor was trying to steal the eldest Baxter daughter’s sweetheart, John Wood, and indeed Wood was rumoured to have exchanged Louisa Baxter’s company for the pleasure of walking Sophia the 5 miles home that Friday night. Certainly by the following September Wood’s romance with twenty-one-year-old Louisa was over, for the young woman married a Thomas Wilkes of Woolwich. Whatever the truth of the story, Sophia had obviously spent a more exciting day than Mary Higgins, and it was past seven before she was up, dressed and in the kitchen, clearing out the grate and making up the fire.


Once the fire was lit it was fifteen-year-old Henry Perks’ job to fill the great iron kettle from the pump in the yard and heave it on to the metal crane in the fireplace. Henry, who lived with Young John down at the cottage, usually reached the farmhouse at about six. As well as filling the kettle he would let out the hens and guinea fowls, and beat the mats in the yard. But like Sophia, Henry was late starting his chores that morning so he abandoned the kettle on the back step and set about the more important job of fetching the cows.


Dawn breaks at just before seven in south-east England in early November. Back at the cottage Mary Higgins heard Young John pick up the milk can from the storeroom near the back door and set off at a run along the path to his grandfather’s house as the sky began to lighten. It was a mild day for the time of year, and the farmhands starting their day’s labours called out to him and he shouted a cheerful ‘Good morning’ as he jogged by, swinging his can.


Young John had been collecting the milk from his grand-father’s house for about a fortnight but he had never before left his bed so early. The visits had started as a joke between him and Sophia, the girl encouraging him, he said, with flirty invitations and the delightful prospect of joining her in the cellar while she churned butter. He thought he had been invited to breakfast the previous Monday and had turned up at six o’clock with some tea and, appropriately as things were to turn out, a red herring. Sophia, however, had sent him away, for this was the start of what was known as washday, an event that took place on average every five weeks and, despite its name, occupied four people for the best part of three days. Mrs Lear had arrived earlier than usual in readiness and the copper had been filled from the tap in the yard and put on the fire to heat.


John had come back the next day when the washing was well under way, bringing with him some more fish, and this time John, Sophia and Sophia’s young helper, Betsy Smith, sat down to eat together, while Jeremiah Febring hung the latest batch of laundry out to dry on the line in the yard.


There was no such fun at the farm on this Saturday morning, however. When Young John put his head round the kitchen door he found Sophia in an irritable mood, cleaning the stove and grumbling about being behind with her work. He stayed just long enough to do the job that Henry had abandoned, filling the kettle in the yard and lifting it on to the crane over the fire. Then, at about half past eight, after Young John had gone, the household pecking order for breakfast began.


The coffee was kept locked away in the parlour, in a wide-mouthed glass jar of the sort normally used for bottling fruit. The old farmer came down with his keys to open the cupboard, measured out the daily coffee ration into a teacup and locked the bottle away again, as he did every morning. The servants were not allowed keys but Ann Bodle had a set and, like her husband, carried them about with her. Today supplies were running low: there was just enough coffee for that day left in the jar. The sugar was in the cupboard next to the coffee but with the price of sugar at only five pence and three farthings a pound compared with coffee at £1 7s, the Bodles didn’t bother to guard it quite so well: the sugar was locked away only at night.


That morning supplies of the family’s usual dark brown muscovado (known then as moist sugar) were also about to run out, so Sophie Taylor gestured to Betsy to go to her bedroom and fetch some of the lump sugar from the store that her mother had given her when she first went into service with the Bodles. Betsy was Ann Bodle’s granddaughter through her first marriage and therefore old George’s step-granddaughter; a good-looking, intelligent girl who was deaf and dumb. She lived at the farm with George and Ann but, unlike Young John, she worked for her keep, helping Sophia with the chores.


Betsy duly came back with some lump sugar in a bowl and while the girls prepared the farmer’s simple breakfast, George went out to feed the fowls. He seemed quite well; he was taciturn but then he always was a man of few words. Sophia made toast and a large pot of coffee with the water from the kettle. The pot was quite clean and was never out of Sophia’s sight. No one else touched it. The girl poured her master a cup of coffee, added milk from a jug that Betsy had brought earlier from the cowshed, and some of the last of the thick, treacly sugar. As George breakfasted alone in the kitchen, his wife Ann, who was seventy-four and very frail, had her breakfast in bed, carried up on a tray by Elizabeth Evans, a daughter by her previous marriage. Elizabeth often stayed at the farm to look after her mother.




Mrs Bodle had a small cup of coffee that morning sweetened with some of Sophia’s lump sugar, and her husband had his usual half-pint bowl. About half an hour after the master and mistress had finished their breakfast, Elizabeth, Sophia and Betsy sat down to theirs. The three women topped up the coffee pot with more water from the kettle and reboiled it. Sophia had two cups. Betsy took hers without sugar, while Sophia and Elizabeth finished up the last of the Bodles’ muscovado. The coffee grouts were then left in the pot in the wash-house sink as usual, ready for a third recipient to collect.


And so began a chain of events that was to enthral the country for weeks, filling sheet after sheet in newspapers across the country, from the York Herald to the Leicestershire Chronicle and the Royal Cornwall Gazette. The drama made such an impression on one local man that fifty years later he recalled: ‘Fireside stories which we hear as children cling to us through life with the weird fascination of fairy fiction and, great and manifold as our own experiences may be, hardly any events passing within our knowledge can produce remembrances so deep and lasting as the early impressions on our tender minds with a stamp too deep to be effaced. To this day I cannot look without a shudder at the big square house in Plumstead village.’
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A Great Chain and Dependency of Things


‘Those things which are experienced to be in their whole nature or in their most remarkable properties so contrary to the animal life as in a small quantity to prove destructive to it are called poisons,’ wrote the early eighteenth-century physician Richard Mead. Mead, who included Queen Anne, George II and Sir Isaac Newton among his patients, was particularly interested in poisonous snakes and he dissected vipers in order to understand the mechanism of their fangs. In the best tradition of researchers, he also drank snake venom himself in order to prove that it was only harmful when delivered through a puncture wound. Fortunately, he was right about that.


What we know as the modern science of toxicology has evolved into so much more than the simplistic definition of the study of poison. The US Society of Toxicology’s less snappy preference is: ‘The study of the adverse effects of chemical, physical or biological agents on living organisms and the ecosystem, including the prevention and amelioration of such adverse effects.’ These effects can range from virtually instant death, as in cyanide poisoning, to subtle changes in the body that take years to manifest themselves. They also include diseases caused by toxin-producing bacteria, such as diphtheria and cholera.


Mead’s fascination with vipers was partly inspired by their ancient reputation as instruments of divine vengeance, punishing mankind for infringements of God’s law. In fact, the mysterious, devastating nature of any kind of poisoning was often seen as requiring the services of the priest or the magician rather than the doctor. At the same time Mead pondered how a benevolent creator could allow such destructive substances to exist in his world.


Mead was not the first to think about the nature of poison. Man’s early understanding that some of the plants and animals around him were harmful to swallow or touch led, predictably, to the harnessing of that knowledge for the purposes of war and murder. Native North Americans, Africans and South American tribes dipped their arrows in whichever toxin was most readily to hand: snake venom, sweat from poisonous frogs or concoctions derived from poisonous plants. ‘For the arrows of the Almighty are within me, the poison whereof drinketh up my spirit,’ wails Job in the Hebrew Bible, while Homer sends Odysseus on a voyage to obtain ‘a deadly drug that he might have the wherewithal to smear his bronze-shod arrows’, and Ovid recounts that after Hercules had killed the many-headed Lernaean serpent he dipped his arrows in its venomous blood. An ancient Egyptian text threatens anyone who betrays its sacred secrets with ‘the penalty of the peach’, implying that the priests knew how to extract cyanide from peach kernels. In 399 BC the Greek philosopher Socrates, sentenced to death for corrupting the minds of young people and for impiety, was given hemlock to drink. The numbness slowly crept up his body until it reached his heart.


The Ebers Papyrus, an Egyptian medical treatise written around 1,500 BC but probably based on texts written nearly two thousand years earlier, refers to many common poisons, including hemlock, aconite, opium, lead and antimony. The ancient Hindu Ayurveda texts recount how poison came into being: ‘Soon after the creation of the world, Bramha was displeased with Kaitaba, one of the demons, and in his anger poison was generated.’ After listing pages of vegetable, mineral and animal poisons with their various symptoms and antidotes, the treatise gives advice on how to spot a poisoner: ‘He does not answer questions or they are evasive answers; he speaks nonsense, rubs the great toe along the ground and shivers; his face is discoloured; he rubs the roots of his hair with his fingers and tries by every means to leave the house.’


In the twenty-seventh century BC Shen Nung, known as the father of Chinese medicine, is said to have died as a result of writing his treatise ‘On Herbal Medical Experiment Poisons’, after tasting 365 different herbs for his research. Around 2,300 years later, Shen Nung’s Western counterpart Hippocrates discussed the concept of overdose, and through his understanding of the need to limit the absorption of poison in the gut, he introduced what we would now call the concept of bioavailability: the extent to and rate at which a drug is available at the site of its action in the body. The route by which a poison gets into the body – by mouth, lungs, skin or injection – is crucial in determining its strength and speed of action.




Later, Greek and Roman physicians added to the body of knowledge. Nicander of Colophon, the second-century Greek poet and physician, wrote long verses on the subject of venomous animals and antidotes. He is said to have gained his knowledge of white lead, red lead oxide, aconite, cantharides, hemlock, henbane and opium through experimenting on criminals. In AD 65 Nero’s doctor Discorides began classifying poisons according to whether they were animal, vegetable or mineral.


History’s most famous poisoners, the Medicis and the Borgias in fifteenth-century Italy, almost certainly used arsenic but they were well ahead of the game. Arsenic poisoning was impossible to diagnose until the late 1700s, and even then the process was distinctly hit or miss: medical science was unable to distinguish the symptoms from those of common illnesses such as food poisoning and dysentery. Even if arsenic did come under suspicion, there was nothing resembling a reliable test to confirm its presence.


Again in Italy, two centuries after the Borgias, there were rumours of a mysterious slow poison that was thought to have magic powers, allowing a murderer to bring about the victim’s death whenever he chose, after months or even years of gradual decline. Eventually a woman called Giulia Tofana was accused of selling the potion to women who wanted to dispose of their husbands. Amid mounting public hysteria, Tofana eventually confessed to bringing about the deaths of at least six hundred men, but the admission was obtained under torture and by then truth and rumour had become impossible to untangle. Certainly there was a spate of poisonings in Rome and Naples around that time, but the active ingredient in the supposedly weird and wonderful Aqua Tofana was probably nothing more supernatural than white arsenic.


A wandering sixteenth-century Swiss physician, alchemist and astrologer, Auroleus Phillipus Theostratus Bombastus von Hohenheim, better known as Paracelsus, explored the subject through his interest in the medicinal properties of metals and minerals. While he believed that ‘nature hints at cures’, Paracelsus began looking for alternatives to what he saw as the often ineffective herbal remedies that then dominated medicine.


Feared and admired as an evil magician, a charlatan and a genius, and dubbed both the Martin Luther of medicine and the reincarnation of Dr Faust, Paracelsus bridged sorcery and science. His thinking about the difference between a therapeutic dose and a poisonous dose for each of the substances he investigated led him to identify what we now know as the ‘dose-response relationship’, now a key aspect of toxicology. His maxim ‘All things are poison, and nothing is without poison; only the dose permits something not to be poisonous’ still holds good. Paracelsus also tried to identify which chemical was responsible for the toxicity of a particular plant or animal, while his theory that diseases tended to concentrate their effects on a particular part of the body resulted in the idea of a poison’s ‘target organ’. His work marked the first step in moving the study of poisons into something approaching a science.


But Paracelsus apart, there would be no major breakthroughs in the understanding of poisons until the nineteenth century.


In 1811 Benjamin Brodie, who, like Richard Mead, was to become a doctor to the royal household – George IV, William IV and Queen Victoria in his case – published the first of two studies of everyday poisons such as alcohol, tobacco and arsenic, as well as some more exotic substances such as upas antiar, used in Java for poisoning arrows, and curare, or woorara as Brodie called it, from South America. Dozens of dogs, cats, rabbits and guinea pigs were tortured for the purpose as Brodie poured poison down their throats, inserted it into their rectums and rubbed it into wounds he had made on their bodies. He took detailed notes of their dying symptoms and then dissected their bodies to see the internal effects. One of his accurate conclusions was that arsenic had to enter the bloodstream in order to do its damage. Brodie’s work was quickly overtaken, however. Three years later, the first in what would be a series of comprehensive, scientific toxicology studies became a best-seller.


Richard Mead finally came to the conclusion that the question of how a loving God could allow poison to exist was to do with the nature of poison, which was not as simple as it might seem. Some poisonous plants, correctly prepared and prescribed, were medicinal and even provided food for other animals: ‘Goats and quails are fattened by hellebore; starlings by hemlock and hogs innocently eat henbane.’ And while the benefits of poisonous minerals were not obvious, arsenic, to take one example, was an active substance ‘made use of by nature in preparing several metals in the earth, which are of great service to mankind’.


‘In short,’ Mead said, ‘there is in the fabric of the world a great chain and dependency of things one upon another, and though our knowledge does not reach to every particular link of it, yet the farther we advance in the study of nature, the more we shall find it.’ So it seemed that even the most toxic of animals, minerals and plants had their rightful place in the great scheme.
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Death by Toad or Insect


‘A scene of desolation is fast creeping around us; and the winter, whether severe or not, will probably be long and the diminution of comfort for man and beast thereby in some degree extended,’ a melancholic Maidstone Gazette had warned as that October of 1833 gave way to November. The amateur forecasters trying to predict the coming season for the part of Kent where Bodle’s farm lay were finding their task more confusing than usual. The outgoing month had been mild and mostly dry, just broken once or twice by heavy rain and thunderstorms, but oddly the swallows, swifts and sand martins had left sooner than usual while the incoming winter birds were early. The movement of the birds and an early leaf-fall seemed to signal a cold winter, yet the hedgerows were missing the mass of berries and wild fruits said to be a sign of harshness to come.


But while the weather figured large in country people’s lives, it wasn’t the only matter of current interest. For one thing, the habitual offender Henry Simmons was on the run. Given into custody by the Reverend Moneypenny on suspicion of stealing a wooden door, value 6s, the property of one Elizabeth Cheeseman, Simmons had escaped the clutches of Constable Walter Barton while being escorted to Maidstone county jail, and the authorities had announced a two-guinea reward for his capture. The public was told to look out for a round-shouldered individual with thin sandy hair, a round, ‘frackley-smock’ face, dirty complexion and an overhanging upper jaw with a front tooth missing. The alleged miscreant was last seen wearing a skin cap, two pullover smocks, a red waistcoat and barragan trousers, all very dirty; bad shoes – and handcuffs.


And if this were not excitement enough, Madame Panormo and the self-styled Infant Prodigy Miss Wildman Gould were to give what was billed as a vocal entertainment at the Star Inn Assembly Rooms, Maidstone. The programme would include a speaking ballet called ‘Mama Declares that I’m too Young’ and a song by Madame to be performed ‘in character’ entitled ‘I’m a Brisk and Sprightly Lad’. Meanwhile, the local agricultural associations were preparing for the autumn ploughing, hop drying and lambing competitions, the Kent Auxiliary Bible Society was congratulating itself on a satisfactory annual meeting, Messrs Clark and Evans announced the sale of gunpowder tea ‘in its genuine state’ direct from the East India Company’s London warehouse, and the price of wheat dropped to £2 7s 3d a quarter at the county market.


On the evening of Saturday, 2 November, just as Madame Panormo and the Infant Prodigy were preparing to take to the stage, a two-seater phaeton rattled along a country road in the faint light of a waning moon. Thirty-four-year-old John Butler, a partner with his father John senior and his younger brother Ebenezer in a respected Woolwich family medical practice, was on his way to Bodle’s farm in response to an urgent message.


George Bodle’s flat-fronted ten-room brick house stood on the main road through Plumstead village, an imposing landmark among the ramshackle cottages and pigpens which signalled to passers-by his prosperity and standing among his neighbours. Like its owner, the building was solid and comfortable rather than elegant. A three-chimney stack rose at each end of the pitched slate roof and a path ran from the front gate up to the central front door, on either side of which were two tall sash windows. These were topped by a duplicate set of windows on the first floor, with a fifth window centred over the front door. Usually, though, family and visitors alike entered through the yard at the back of the house, past the hen cages and the wash-house.


A cart track led down the side of the building, through the market gardens and the apple and pear orchards at the back, then bent in a large right angle, cutting through the lines of fruit trees before skirting a cottage and ending at a gate into the public way called Skittles Lane (although the locals called it Kiddels). Bodle’s orchards continued on the south side of the track, culminating in a gravel pit and a common with an old mill where the local housewives took their small stores of wheat. The main road to the west between the farmhouse and the nearest dwelling, the St Nicholas vicarage, was fronted by Bodle’s bullock sheds. Opposite the house, on the other side of the high street, the farmer’s crops rolled down towards the river, giving an uninterrupted view across to the Essex countryside on the far bank of the Thames.


In his last years the old man himself, physically frail now but as firm as ever in mind and purpose, could be seen pottering around the front of the house or standing at the gate, watching over his domain. After a lifetime of thrift and hard work, George Bodle had transformed himself from a tenant farmer into a major landowner and a man of substance.


The charwoman, a forty-nine-year-old widow called Judith Lear, had found a sorry scene when she arrived at the farm that morning, however. Every day after breakfast Mrs Lear came to the back door to collect some milk and the Bodles’ coffee dregs for her daughter’s family. Mary was married to a local farm labourer, Daniel Bing, and the pair lived in a tiny cottage on subsistence wages with their seven children, aged from twelve years to two months. Such was their poverty that Mary would boil up what was left of the Bodles’ coffee after it had already been boiled twice – once for George and Ann Bodle and then for Elizabeth and Sophia – to make a hot drink for her children.


That morning Mrs Lear found the coffee pot standing in the sink in the Bodles’ wash-house as usual, but she also found Sophia and Betsy, pale and ill, with stomach pains, vomiting and with a burning sensation in their throats. Sophia was particularly bad and had vomited violently several times. After sympathising with the young women, Judith Lear tipped the coffee grouts from the bottom of the pot into her jug and set off along the main Plumstead road towards her daughter’s house, where she left the coffee on the table. No sooner had she got back to her own tiny cottage, however, than a tottering Betsy arrived to summon her back to the farm, indicating in sign language that Mrs Bodle needed her urgently. Mrs Lear found the old lady in her bedroom, clearly ill but still struggling to get dressed. Despite the charwoman’s help, in the end Ann proved too weak to walk down the stairs.


After settling her mistress back in bed, Mrs Lear went down to the kitchen, where she found George Bodle sitting at the table in as bad a state as his wife. ‘He couldn’t think what had occasioned it,’ the charwoman said. ‘He said he had eaten nothing for supper but a roast potato and had only coffee and toast for breakfast.’ And there was something else: he said his eyes were very dim. He wondered whether something might have been wrong with the water used to make the coffee. Mrs Lear thought perhaps an insect or a toad had got into the kettle. George didn’t know but, strangely, he said he was sure there was nothing amiss with the coffee because no one had had access to it apart from himself, and he asked who had been to the house that day. He then told the charwoman to make sure that the kettle was thoroughly scoured and scrubbed before it was used again and Mrs Lear set young Henry Perks about the task; he used a chisel to chip away at the build-up of limescale. At noon Elizabeth Evans, who had set off after breakfast for her home in the nearby hamlet of Bostall, staggered back into the house and collapsed. Two of the farmhands had to carry her up to bed.


At around six o’clock that evening the old man’s son Middle John arrived at the farmhouse to collect his week’s wages and found his father still in the kitchen, where he had been sitting all day, still extremely sick. Middle John took his money and went upstairs to enquire about his stepmother Ann before going back to his cottage to tell his wife the news. Catherine put on her bonnet and walked up to the farmhouse to see how the family was faring. For some reason the old man refused to speak to her, but rather pointedly took off his gaiters and went upstairs to his bedroom as soon as she entered the kitchen. After Catherine had gone, he came back down to await the doctor.


Careful with his fortune though George Bodle may have been, this delay in calling a doctor wasn’t unreasonable in 1833. ‘English cholera’, so called to distinguish it from the deadly Asian cholera which had killed 32,000 people in Britain two years earlier, was a general term for the unspecified attacks of sickness and diarrhoea, usually caused by bad food, that commonly struck people down in the nineteenth century.


‘The English’, though unpleasant and debilitating, usually cleared up inside a few hours without the need for medical help, although it did occasionally prove fatal if the attack was especially vicious or the victim frail. Even when a medical man was sent for, it was far from clear whether his ministrations did anything to help. Fortunately most stomach upsets were short lived and self-limiting. What the doctor found when he reached the Bodle household, however, was on a different scale.


When John Butler began examining his patients and heard their tale he was struck by the similarity of the cases; not just the symptoms but the way everyone had fallen ill within minutes of having breakfast and the fact that they had all consumed the same toast and coffee. The old man was particularly affected: as well as pain, weak eyesight, vomiting and diarrhoea, his mind seemed disturbed. ‘I found him exhausted, languid and feeble,’ the doctor said. ‘He appeared to be labouring at the same time under great anxiety and his intellects seemed to be much impaired. He did not seem stupid but exhausted.’ As a result, Butler’s medical prognosis was not encouraging: ‘I was of the opinion that an old man would not rally or recover from it.’ And the more he saw and heard, the more firmly Butler dismissed any suggestion of insects, amphibians or cholera of any nationality. The Bodles were, he was sure, suffering from the effects of an irritant poison, and at the top of his list of suspects was arsenic trioxide, more popularly known as white arsenic.


A lump of the element called arsenic may pass perfectly safely through the human body provided it remains unchanged in that elemental state. The chemical compound white arsenic is an altogether different proposition. In this form, the harmless arsenic becomes a rapid and horrible death sentence for all animals with a central nervous system and most plant life unfortunate enough to absorb it.


Arsenic is present everywhere: in the crust of the earth, in space, in the sea, in spring water, in mountains and also, in tiny traces, inside the human body. In the natural world it is usually found in combination with other elements such as sulphur and iron, as in the silvery-white arsenopyrite, the orange-red realgar and the golden-yellow orpiment, all of which are highly toxic. The word itself comes from arsenikon, the ancient Greeks’ name for orpiment, which they in turn took from zarnikh, the Persian word for yellow. Arsenikon is also related to the Greek word arsenikos, which means male or potent. The Egyptian boy king Tutankhamun was buried along with a linen bag coloured with orpiment, while the red hues of the pottery excavated at Corinth were found to derive from realgar. Such is the beauty of their deep glowing colours that even after the dangers were discovered, realgar and orpiment were still used for centuries as pigments in paintings, textiles and cosmetics, and to decorate buildings. The ninth-century illuminated Celtic gospel, the Book of Kells, and the Taj Mahal are both decorated with orpiment.


Because of its intense yellow colour, orpiment was thought to contain gold, and the Mappae Clavicula, a medieval compendium of ancient recipes, gives instructions on using the compound to extract gold, to gild iron and to make silver from copper. The Roman emperors Caligula and Diocletian are both said to have set their experts to work on this particular route towards the age-old quest, with Diocletian flying into a rage and destroying all the books on the subject after his Egyptian alchemists failed to fulfil their promises. The Roman statesman Pliny refers to ‘a recipe to make gold from orphiment which occurs near the surface of the earth in Syria and is dug up by painters’, while the Greek geographer and historian Strabo described a mine of yellow and red sulphides in Pompeiopolis that was so poisonous that only slaves were employed to work there. In nineteenth-century Britain, however, everyone’s favourite deadly pigment was neither red nor yellow but a rich, vibrant green.


In 1775, a Swedish chemist had developed a colour that was then named after him – Scheele’s green or copper arsenite, a compound of copper, arsenic, hydrogen and oxygen. Then in the 1800s Scheele’s was replaced by what was seen as a better product, longer lasting and with a wider range of shades. This was an equally toxic variant on Scheele’s called Emerald or Paris Green, not because it was seen as fashionable and sophisticated – although it was – but for the rather less romantic reason that it was used to kill rats in the sewers of the French capital. Soon green pigments containing large amounts of arsenic were everywhere – in paints, wallpaper, fabrics, soap, toys, sweets, cakes and candles – making it hard to avoid touching, inhaling or swallowing the stuff in one form or another. In his work on occupational diseases, the doctor John Arlidge refers to artificial flowers containing on average 10 grains of arsenic while 20 yards of material in a green ball dress were found to harbour 100 grains. The famous claim that Napoleon, living in exile on St Helena, was poisoned by his wallpaper is based on the theory that he was exposed to arsine gas given off by the green pigment.


But it is arsenic trioxide, which nineteenth-century chemists called arsenious acid and everyone else called white arsenic, that most people mean when they refer simply to arsenic. This form is a by-product created when ores are smelted to extract valuable metals such as copper, lead and gold. As the ore is heated, the elemental arsenic, which is naturally present in large quantities, is given off as a gas. It then combines with oxygen in the air to form a substance that might have been purpose-designed for the easy disposal of inconvenient relatives.


The eighth-century alchemist Jabir ibn-Hayyan is credited with introducing white arsenic to the world when he heated either realgar or orpiment – accounts vary – and then collected the substance that formed when the vapour hit the air. Jabir’s book of poisons lists some exotic recipes, including the directions: ‘Take a gecko and a yellow tarantula, then pulverise them both finely; they are mixed with milk and left there to ferment.’ But it was his rather more prosaic-sounding contribution to toxicology that turned out to be both more enduring and more dangerous, for along with the discovery of white arsenic came the knowledge that was to keep British doctors, chemists, lawyers and juries, not to mention hangmen and undertakers, busy for over a hundred years. For unlike the violently coloured orpiment and realgar, arsenic trioxide is the most innocuous looking of powders, tasteless, odourless, resembling at a quick glance flour or sugar, and easily dispersed in hot food and drink. It is also fatal in tiny doses, and in Britain in 1833 it was cheap and ridiculously easy to get hold of, a situation that resulted in no end of mischief . . .
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That Good and Pious Man


Like most of the extended Bodle family, Samuel Baxter was in and out of the farmhouse on a regular basis. Since his marriage to George’s daughter over twenty years earlier, he had become more of a son than a son-in-law to the old man, confided in and trusted in a way that Middle John was not. Only a few days before George fell ill, Samuel had helped the old farmer to draw up a new will. Baxter was summoned to the house on the afternoon of Saturday, 26 October, where he said he had found the old farmer sitting alone, clutching a sealed packet. George handed the package to Samuel and asked him to take it immediately to his solicitor, Charles Parker, in Greenwich. Samuel claimed that at the time he had no idea what the packet contained; George did not tell him and he did not ask.
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