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To the producer of the Criminalia podcast, Casby Bias, and to the show’s audience: You inspire us to tell great stories, to celebrate the fun that is a good cocktail and mocktail.


♦


And to Brian: Thank you for being the most amazing supporter, best friend, soulmate, playmate, and drink tester I could ever ask for. —H.
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INTRODUCTION
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Cocktails and crime, together at last!


We’re hardly the first folks to combine the two. Then again, making a beverage to accompany the historical crime stories we love seems like as natural a fit as gin and tonic. But it’s not just that we love baddies and booze. Sure, that’s a definite bonus, but the best part for us is that this exercise makes us really dig into these stories and think about history in a totally new way.


In some instances, the cocktail is a way to lighten the mood after a particularly grueling or grisly tale. In others, it’s about celebrating someone who bypasses the law for the common good, or even someone who has transitioned from villainous to… less villainous? More than anything, it’s about finding ways to give stories from the past a festive, exciting, and new spin—and have fun doing it. And it’s not just about the alcohol, either, because we love a good drink whether it’s a cocktail or a mocktail. Yep, that’s right, we’re all-inclusive when it comes to yummy bevvies, so every cocktail included in this book has a mocktail version to go right along with it.


All these drinks are meant to give you the confidence to try new things, test the waters, and choose your own adventure as you mix up your own refreshments. The most important thing to remember when it comes to mixing up a drink is that it’s OK to play. Tweak your drinks to your tastes! Switch up the proportions if you want more or less spice, sweetness, or citrus zing, or—better yet—if you get so inspired, add in an additional ingredient to customize the concoction as your own.


And if your drink doesn’t turn out quite the way you expected, well… it’s really no big deal. You can always try again.


Thankfully, there’s no such thing as cocktail jail. The worst thing that happens if you make a bad drink is that you’ll mourn the ingredients and (hopefully minimal) time wasted as you toss it down the sink. After all, its family will not seek revenge. Usually.
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If you’re new to mixing spirits at home, don’t worry too much about buying the “right” tools. It’s totally OK to start with whatever you have on hand and just build up your arsenal if you find you want to up your game down the line. Don’t have a shaker? Just sub in a blender bottle or another airtight, shakable vessel. No jigger? Anything that you know measures an ounce will probably do just fine. We’ve been known to use a mesh kitchen strainer to strain a drink in a pinch. A barspoon is great, yes, but a teaspoon will also work just about the same. You get the idea.


If you find you really like making drinks, and decide you’d like to expand what you’re working with, here are some key tools to consider (but again, there is absolutely no rush):


Jigger—Listen, we love to measure with our hearts as much as the next person, but using something to measure out ingredients is really important if you want to start making drinks with consistent results. A jigger of alcohol is an actual unit of measure—1½ ounces—but jiggers come in a variety of shapes and sizes, so don’t assume it’s a 1½ ounce pour. Most of the time, you’ll find jiggers that have an hourglass shape with a cup on each end, and one end is normally half that of the other. For example, a standard jigger with a 1½ ounce measure on one end will typically have a ¾ ounce measure on the other.


Shaker—The first thing to know about shakers is that there are several different kinds! Most beginners like what’s called a cobbler shaker—that’s the one that has a lid with a built-in strainer and a cap on top. (Most of the time, that cap is a 1 ounce measure, so you can use that if you don’t want to buy a jigger!) The Boston shaker, on the other hand, is just two tins that fit together to create a seal. This one is super easy to clean, and it’s often what you’ll see used in bars and restaurants. The Parisian or French shaker is sort of like the other two shakers had a kid together. It has a lid, but there’s no strainer. That last one is a good pick if you want something that looks sleek and has a top that seals nicely with the tin.


Strainer—Even if you have a cobbler shaker, it’s a good idea to get a separate strainer so you can control the flow of your beverage into the serving glass. That means you can sometimes let a few ice chips through on drinks that work well with a little dilution, without over-diluting the whole drink. A Hawthorne strainer has a spring that lets you really control things because you can adjust its position to regulate flow. A julep strainer is like a large, wide spoon with holes in it that sits into the mouth of your shaker. The julep takes a little bit of practice for most folks, but once you get the hang of it, it offers a smooth, gentle pour, and it’s very easy to clean.


Mixing glass—If there’s no citrus juice, dairy, or egg in your drink, you probably don’t need a shaker. On those occasions, a mixing glass is perfect; you just give your ingredients a stir before straining and voilà!


Barspoon—A standard barspoon holds the same volume of liquid as a teaspoon, but the longer length most of them have makes it easier to stir up drinks.


Muddler—A wooden spoon will do, but a muddler is a lot more efficient at crushing things like mint and other ingredients in your tin. If you’re a big fan of mojitos, you’re probably gonna want to add a muddler into your life.


As you travel through time with us, mixing tin in hand, you’ll find a broad spectrum of flavors and styles of beverages within these pages—there’s something for just about everybody in here. Some recipes are very simple and require just a couple of ingredients, and some may take a little advanced prep—we love a surprise hidden in ice or a custom syrup flavor—but none of them have a high difficulty rating. Most of the flavored syrups in the recipes are readily available for purchase, and we’ve included recipes for those that aren’t. The most important thing here is that we want you to be able to make the drink with ease so you can enjoy it, right alongside the story!


So come on in, take a seat, and get ready for some wild tales about poisoners, pirates, body snatchers, art thieves, and a whole bunch of other truly bizarre stories and characters. ♦


CHEERS!
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PART 1



What’s Your Poison?


When one thinks of poison, it’s only natural that images of Victorian-era detectives and deviants come to mind. After all, my dear Watson, there’s something inherently mesmerizing and mysterious about murder by poison. When it comes to weapons, poison is a great equalizer: the poisoner doesn’t need to be stronger, savvier, or even smarter than the intended victim to wield the power of a fatal potion—they just need to know how and when to administer the lethal dose. Whether nestled within the pages of a fictitious detective serial or listed as the official “cause of death” by real-world homicide investigators, scholars generally agree that murder-by-poison reached its heyday around the Victorian age. Though poisoners at this time had a number of toxic tonics to choose from, arsenic was by far the favored form, mainly because it was virtually colorless, odorless, and tasteless when mixed into food or drink. What’s more, it was readily available to literally anyone, as it could be found in just about everything, from rat bait to wallpaper to cosmetics.


As popular as poison was during the Victorian era, it’s suspected that the first intentional homicide by poisoning took place much, much earlier than that—as far back as 70,000 BCE. What could’ve motivated that person to commit murder? Was it to settle a score? Maybe a hungry power play? Or perhaps, even an accident? Without much left in terms of context or evidence, experts can only speculate on the circumstance. Since then, however, there have been numerous accounts of poisonings across almost every culture around the globe—from ancient Sumerians, Egyptians, Greeks, and Chinese to Indians and Persians. And though poisoners come in all shapes, sizes, and genders, we’re focusing first on women who used poison to achieve their own goals, whether motivated by ambition, vengeance, mercy, or circumstance. ♦















HIERONYMA SPARA AND HER SECRET SOCIETY OF POISONERS
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Outside of her work with poisons, Hieronyma Spara, who went by the professional name “La Spara,” is basically a total mystery. There are a number of problems with that, but here’s the biggest one: over time, the story of her life has gotten mixed up with that of another famous poisoner, her contemporary, Giulia Tofana. And, really, it’s easy to see why there’s been so much confusion. In seventeenth-century Rome, poison and politics were ridiculously intertwined, but interestingly, neither La Spara nor Giulia got into the poison business with the intent of becoming wealthy or powerful. Instead, both were known for primarily supplying poisons to women who wanted to get out of their marriages. There was, however, a subtle difference: while Giulia tended to assist women who wanted to get out of abusive situations, La Spara was more focused on helping her clients get a financial leg up on their spouses.


La Spara was known around the city as a sorceress or a witch, and though she was a practicing astrologer and fortune teller, she considered those more like side gigs. In reality, most of her time and attention went to a very different role, as the head and hostess of an all-female secret society—one that was a lot deadlier than a knitting circle. The purpose of this secret society? Well, it wasn’t some sort of benign book club or a place where ladies could gossip about the latest fashions. The true objective was much more sinister: this club catered to women—primarily young women, many who came from some of the most elite families in Rome—who wanted to learn how to effectively use poison to become wealthy widows.


Keep in mind: around this time in Italian history, it wasn’t like women could just get a divorce. So, regardless of whether it was through natural means, the teachings of a secret society, or a well-timed “accident,” if you wanted to get out of a marriage, you needed your spouse to die. In her personally handcrafted toxic concoctions, La Spara primarily used arsenic, in a liquid poison she herself made. Conveniently for her clients, a fatal dose of arsenic is just about the equivalent in size to a pea. In other words, La Spara wasn’t handing out poison by the gallon; she was simply supplying these dames with deadly drops.


She ran her secret society for years, until, well… there’s always someone who can’t keep their mouth shut, isn’t there? Eventually, someone disclosed in a Catholic confessional that they had poisoned their husband using La Spara’s fatal formula. Despite the rules of the confessional (i.e., that it’s supposed to stay between the penitent and their God), the local priest grew alarmed and notified papal authorities. Following some cursory investigation, authorities discovered that there seemed to be a lot of young, wealthy widows living in Rome, whose young, and presumably healthy, husbands had suddenly died. Exactly how they ascertained that, your guess is as good as ours. Door to door with a clipboard? Chatting it up with civilians at the local watering hole? Nevertheless, they were definitely skeptical.


Eager to catch the group in the act, authorities set up a trap in which a young woman infiltrated the group. After the spy feigned distress over the infidelities of her wealthy, ill-tempered husband, La Spara—not suspicious in the slightest—invited her in. The plant stayed for the evening’s events and left with a few drops of a colorless, tasteless poison. When the liquid was later analyzed by authorities, they confirmed that it was, indeed, a slow-acting poison. La Spara and a dozen of her associates and pupils were immediately implicated in running a poison ring.


Though interrogated on the infamous rack, La Spara never confessed to committing any crimes. However, one of her accomplices, a woman named La Gratiosa, did confess under torture—and that’s all that was needed under the law. All of the accused were found guilty and hanged. In addition, many who had personally attended La Spara’s “lessons” were publicly whipped through the streets of the city, while others—typically those belonging to the highest class—were punished with fines and banished from Rome.


Despite the ruthless methods used by the papal authorities to punish these poisoners, they’d underestimated others in town with a penchant for poison. ♦















POISON SOCIETY PUNCH







What sort of refreshments might a woman serve for a gaggle of ladies who are coming over to learn how to poison their unsuspecting husbands? In thinking about a punch that would have appealed to a wide range of palates and would be refreshing but not too much of a heavy drink, we came up with the idea for a drink we’re calling Poison Society Punch. It’s a simple libation that you can either whip up for a single serving or scale up for a punch bowl, simply by multiplying the three easy-to-find ingredients.







INGREDIENTS:


• 4 ounces cranberry juice


• 1 ounce Amaretto


• 4 ounces champagne or sparkling wine









METHOD:


Combine the cranberry juice and Amaretto in a shaking tin with ice.


Shake, then pour into prechilled flutes.


Top with the champagne or sparkling wine.


♦ MAKE IT A MOCKTAIL ♦


In lieu of Amaretto, use orgeat (which is made with almonds) or make your own almond simple syrup (see below) and substitute ginger ale for the champagne/sparkling wine.











ALMOND SIMPLE SYRUP:


Bring 1 cup of water and 1 cup of sugar to a simmer for about 5 minutes, then remove from heat. Add ½ teaspoon of pure almond extract, then allow to cool and store in a clean receptacle.






[image: image]




















BELLE GUNNESS, THE “COMELY WIDOW” WHO WANTS YOU TO STAY… FOREVER
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PERSONAL. Seeking: Comely widow who owns a large farm in one of the finest districts in La Porte County, Indiana, desires to make the acquaintance of a gentleman equally well provided, with view of joining fortunes. No replies by letter considered unless sender is willing to follow answer with personal visit. Triflers need not apply.


That “comely widow” was Belle Gunness, a woman who killed an estimated forty victims—maybe more—across both Chicago, Illinois, and La Porte, Indiana, between 1884 and 1908. And then, POOF! Just like Keyser Söze in The Usual Suspects, she simply vanished.


Born Brynhild Paulsdatter Størseth, Belle immigrated from Norway to America—Chicago, to be precise—in 1881 and, like many of her fellow immigrants during this era, quickly “Americanized” her name. Three years later, she married a man named Mads Sørensen, but their marriage was riddled with a series of misfortunes right from the start. First, they opened a candy shop, but it burned down. Then, two of their young daughters died, out of the blue. Initially, no one was suspicious about these events; these were presumed to be nothing more than unlucky coincidences. But the bad luck just kept on coming. Soon after the deaths of their daughters, their home mysteriously burned down. When Belle asked her husband to take out a bigger life insurance policy on himself, he did. And then, on the one and only day that his two life insurance policies—the newer, bigger one and the older, smaller one—overlapped, Mads conveniently died, allegedly of heart failure. Pretty convenient timing on that for Belle.


With her three foster children in tow, she moved to a forty-acre farm in nearby La Porte, Indiana—about seventy miles outside of Chicago. There, she remarried a widower who had two young daughters of his own. But, as often seemed to happen whenever Belle was around, bad luck—if by “bad luck,” you mean “death”—quickly followed. One of her stepdaughters died in her care, and then, after just eight months of marriage, her husband died under peculiar circumstances. Just how peculiar? Well, he was struck over the back of the head when a sausage grinder fell off a high shelf in the kitchen. A grisly ending for Husband #2, to be sure, but not so much for Belle, who was building quite a nest egg for herself with all these insurance payouts.


A widow twice over, Belle turned to the personals, ostensibly in search of love. (Spoiler: it wasn’t for love.) Fortunately for her, she caught the interest of many men through the matrimonial ads she placed in local Norwegian-language papers, which she followed up with sexually suggestive correspondence once a potential suitor was hooked. But lest you think Belle had romantic intentions in mind, remember: for her, it was all about money. One of her farmhands later told the New York Tribune that whenever these men came to visit her on the farm, Belle concealed their identities; if the neighbors ever inquired, she would introduce these gentlemen simply as her cousins. As it turned out, Belle had a lot of cousins from Kansas, South Dakota, Wisconsin, and the greater Chicago area. In an effort to win her affections, these doomed souls signed over deeds, handed over bank account numbers, and promised to pay for everything, including her mortgage. Belle didn’t marry any of them, nor were any of them ever seen again after leaving her company. Even so, the cavalier courters kept on courting, and accounts from her mail carrier suggested that Belle received as many as eight letters per day. While we don’t know how much mail the average household received in a day at that time, not including circulars or advertisements, it was enough for the postal service to take note.


Eventually, however, the families of these missing men started to wonder what had happened to their loved ones. When the brother of one of Belle’s “cousins” arrived to talk to Belle personally in April 1908, her farmhouse suddenly went up in flames. Buried deep within the ashes of the basement, police were horrified to recover the bodies of three children and one headless woman. The children, officials believed, were Belle’s foster children, but there was no way that the headless woman could be Belle. The adult victim was five feet tall and weighed roughly seventy-five pounds, while Belle stood six feet tall and weighed two hundred pounds. Plus, in an interesting turn of events over the course of the investigation, it was discovered that the headless woman had been poisoned with strychnine before the fire even got started.


The sheriff, suspicious, rounded up a dozen men and headed over to Belle’s farm to see what they could, literally, dig up. In addition to finding the remains of more unidentified children, they recovered about a dozen additional adult bodies, along with miscellaneous body parts. There were numerous teeth and bones—and watches, too—adding up to possibly forty people. Though no body matched her measurements, the coroner declared Belle dead after her dentures were found among the debris. Curiously, they were intact, with no fire damage at all.


When questioned about the nefarious activities that had supposedly transpired on the property, her former handyman spilled some secrets: Belle’s MO was that she would poison her suitors’ after-dinner coffee with strychnine, then hit them over the head with her meat cleaver to finish the job. Afterward, she butchered their bodies in the basement, and distributed body parts among the hogs. The handyman also didn’t believe Belle was actually dead; instead, he suggested that she had most likely fled with her money and taken up a new identity.


For years, there were reports of Belle sightings all around the country, including a particularly eyebrow-raising claim that she changed her name to “Esther Carlson.” This same “Esther” was later arrested in Los Angeles for poisoning her boss in an attempt to steal his money, which—come on—does sound a bit like our Belle. What’s more, people who’d both known Belle in real life and seen photos of “Esther” claimed that they were the same person. In the years since, scientists have tried to link “Esther” and Belle through DNA; however, so far, things have been unsuccessful, as the samples have significantly degraded over time.


Sadly, “Hell’s Belle” has, it seems, taken her spine-chilling secrets with her to her grave—wherever that grave might be. ♦















ESTHER CARLSON







Since Belle changed her identity throughout her life, going from a coquettish flirt to an unabashed arsonist to a stone-cold killer, the best cocktail to represent her is something that changes flavor as you’re drinking. This one is relatively simple, but be warned: it does take a little more prep time.







INGREDIENTS:


• Cranberry juice


• Jalapeño juice (from a jar of pickled jalapeños)


• 2 ounces vodka


• 5 ounces ginger ale









METHOD:


Fill an ice cube tray halfway up with cranberry juice and freeze.


Once it’s set, add 3–5 drops of jalapeño juice to each ice cube (an eye dropper is your friend here) and pop the tray back in the freezer.


After the jalapeño drops are frozen, top up the tray with cranberry juice and freeze.


Combine the vodka and ginger ale in a glass and stir. Add in a couple of cranberry jalapeño ice cubes. As you drink, the flavor will get fruitier and will finish with a little bite. Just like Belle.


♦ MAKE IT A MOCKTAIL ♦


Substitute sparkling water or low-sugar apple juice for the vodka and make as above.
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SALLY BASSETT AND HER WHITE TOAD POWDER
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Sarah “Sally” Bassett was an enslaved woman who was executed for allegedly attempting to poison her granddaughter’s enslavers. Her story is divisive among Bermudians. To some, she’s an innocent victim. To others, she’s a convicted criminal. And still others see her as a representation of the fight against the injustices of slavery. Whatever you believe, one thing is for certain: her life gives us a fascinating look into the complex dynamics of race, gender, and medical knowledge in Bermuda during the eighteenth century.


The island’s very first inhabitants were British sailors seeking shelter after the wreck of their ship, the Sea Venture, in 1609. Although these first settlers were white, the island’s population quickly became racially and culturally diverse, mainly due to the flourishing slave trade of the era, as well as a sizable influx of immigrants from Portugal and the West Indies. However, even though the population itself became a melting pot, to be Black at this time in a British colony was to be enslaved—and that was true for Sally Bassett.


As far as we can tell, Sally’s captivity began when she was enslaved by a blacksmith named Francis Dickinson. When he died in 1727, give or take a year, his children inherited his property, which included his Southampton estate—and Sally. Some retellings of Sally’s story suggest that at some unknown point after his death, her servitude may have been transferred to a new enslaver named Thomas Forster, who was the grandson of the former governor of Bermuda and an overall man of means. While we can’t pin down if Sally herself was or wasn’t enslaved by him, we do know that one of Sally’s grandchildren, her granddaughter Beck, most certainly was.


Many who were enslaved on the island worked in maritime capacities. But there was still domestic work to be done, as well as work in the fields. Because it wasn’t uncommon for enslaved women like Sally, who had roots in West Africa or the West Indies, to have some medical knowledge, they were tasked with providing care not only to the enslaved community, but also to the white inhabitants of the island. Even so, the practice was steeped in the racial tension that has existed on the island as far back as 1623, when slave revolts and uprisings became commonplace. As fear rose in the white community, some enslavers began to accuse those they enslaved of poisoning them, whether or not it was true. Unfortunately, back then, there really wasn’t a good way to discern if a person who fell ill was the victim of poison or a naturally occurring disease, as many poisons caused similar and common symptoms such as vomiting, headaches, or dizziness. On top of that, many alleged poisoners were cooks or assumed other domestic duties in white households, and it wouldn’t have been hard to sprinkle a little extra seasoning into the soup—if you know what we mean.


According to Bermudian lore, and for reasons we can’t begin to know, before Christmas in 1729, Sally made a deadly powder for her granddaughter to use against Thomas Forster and his wife, Sarah. Some speculate that something specific must have happened to Beck, but again, all we have is speculation. Whatever the motivation, the Forster family fell seriously ill, as did another enslaved woman who had discovered the leftover poison in a bag in the kitchen. When Beck appeared to be the only one in the household unaffected, she was accused of poisoning the family—and she eventually confessed that her grandmother had slipped her the powder.


Consequently, Sally was accused of being an “agent of the devil.” Beck testified against her grandmother, which may sound surprising but was likely a way of bargaining for her own life (a move that might have been done with Sally’s encouragement, no less). According to trial records, Sally’s white poison powder contained ratsbane (a.k.a. arsenic), manchineel root (which comes from the most dangerous tree in the world), and a toxin that was known as “white toad.” All of these ingredients are known to cause complaints ranging from burning eyes, irritated mucus membranes, and less-than-ideal gastrointestinal symptoms, all the way to—in higher doses—a dangerously slow and irregular heartbeat, seizures, and hallucinations. Ingest enough of any of these three toxins and you will die. Mixed together into a powder, they’d look as innocent as a bag of sugar.


“White toad”—which literally comes from the skin of toads—was not a substance that would have been found in Bermuda back then, mainly because the toads it was extracted from were not indigenous to the island. However, these toads were known to be used in ceremonies in areas of West Africa, and their use carried over into obeah, or vodou, traditions carried out in what is now called the West Indies. While it’s possible Sally had a stash of her own, the toxin doesn’t actually have a very long shelf life at room temperature—only days or weeks at most. To import such an ingredient, Sally would have had to have asked for a favor from a mariner, who could have picked it up for her on their routes to and from West Africa.


Beck wasn’t the only one to testify against Sally on attempted murder charges. Sarah Forster also did—as did nine additional unnamed white Bermudians. Sadly, Sally’s jury, made up of twelve white men, rather predictably concluded that she was: “Guilty, and we value her at one pound, four shillings and six pence.” Sally was also found guilty of encouraging other enslaved people to poison their enslavers, even though there was no hard evidence to prove that she did.


When she stood to hear her sentence, Sally declared that she never deserved it, but nonetheless, she was burned alive.


And out of her ashes, according to local legend, grew a small purple flower known as the Bermudiana, which is now Bermuda’s national flower. ♦















THE WHITE TOAD







Sally was found guilty of attempting to murder her granddaughter’s enslavers, and she was sentenced to a particularly gruesome death that was intended to scare other enslaved people of Bermuda into submission. While the natural choice for a drink that relates to a story set on Bermuda would be rum, let’s sidestep the triangle trade that linked rum to enslavement, and instead honor Sally with a refreshing ginger drink, perfect for hot summer days.







INGREDIENTS:


• ¾ ounce ginger liqueur


• 1 ounce vanilla vodka


• 5 ounces ginger beer


• Fresh ginger, for garnish









METHOD:


Combine ginger liqueur and vanilla vodka in a cocktail shaker and shake with ice.


Strain over ice.


Top with ginger beer, and garnish with a thin slice of fresh ginger.


♦ MAKE IT A MOCKTAIL ♦


Substitute 1 ounce of vanilla ginger syrup (see below) for the vodka and liqueur. Combine with 5 ounces of ginger beer in a glass, then add ice and enjoy.


VANILLA GINGER SYRUP:


Bring 1 cup of water and 1 cup of sugar to a simmer; once the sugar is dissolved, add several slices of fresh ginger and ¼ teaspoon of vanilla extract.


Simmer all together for about 5 minutes, then remove from heat.


Allow to cool, then strain into a clean receptacle.
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