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			INTRODUCTION

			It was Rudyard Kipling who said ‘the female of the species is more deadly than the male’. But the statistics do not bear him out. A survey conducted by the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime in 2013 showed that 96 per cent of perpetrators of homicide worldwide were male. However, there is something uniquely shocking about women who kill, from Myra Hindley to Aileen Wuornos. These women’s names have been inscribed on the public imagination. They are the stuff of legend and have inspired books and movies. Female fighters such as Joan of Arc, Boudicca and the Amazons of ancient times have been celebrated. More recently, women in Western and some non-Western societies have taken on leading roles in the military. But that is not what we are dealing with here. The killer women in this book are criminals. Their motives are greed, revenge, sadism, malevolence, sex and sometimes even a perverted form of fun.

			Typically, women commit violence against people they know, often husbands, lovers and even their own children. Others turn on the vulnerable or those dependent on their care – relatives, infants, servants and the elderly. Their crimes happen more in private and intimate ‘caring’ settings than in public. They are dubbed ‘hearthside murderers’ and, as they appear to be caring for those they kill, they are often given the benefit of the doubt and are allowed to go on and kill again and again.

			Analysing the case of Mary Ann Cotton, who may have killed as many as twenty-one, criminologist Dr Elizabeth Yardley said: ‘She was constantly creating manifestations of the family that she would then wipe out. This feeds into our expectations of women, that they are carers and nurturers and to a large extent this hasn’t changed. It is only recently that we have acknowledged that female serial killers, for example, exist. The FBI still thinks of women who kill as reluctant sidekicks.’

			Helena Kennedy QC, who acted for Myra Hindley when she was charged with conspiring to escape from prison in 1974, said: ‘We expect women to be better than men – there is that unspoken thing – that we are more shocked when women do terrible things. I feel it myself.’

			In her book Eve Was Framed, Kennedy explained: ‘We feel differently about a woman doing something consciously cruel because of our expectations of the “gentle”, nurturing sex. It defies explanation that someone like Myra Hindley, a woman, can stand by and allow torture to take place. Similarly, Mary Bell, the ten-year-old girl who strangled two small children “for fun”, perplexed and terrified the British public because her behaviour contradicted the sugar and spice make-up that little girls are supposed to have.’

			Women who kill horrify the public and press. Their trials often draw jeering mobs and fill the pages of both tabloids and broadsheets. Everything about them is intensely scrutinized – from their dress-sense to their demeanour. Some protest their innocence to the end. Others are simply cold-blooded criminals who show no remorse. And in some cases, perhaps, the female of the species is more deadly than the male.

		

	
		
			ELIZABETH BATHORY

			The Bloody Countess Hungary, 1575–1611

			Transylvania is, of course, the home of Dracula – and his supposed model Vlad III Dracula, also known as Vlad the Impaler, who lived there in the fifteenth century. In the sixteenth century, this land of mountains and forests was also home to the legendary beauty Countess Elizabeth Báthory, who lived at Csejthe Castle, a mountain-top fortress overlooking the village of Csejthe below. Hearing rumours of terrible goings-on there, the King of Hungary sent Count George Thurzo, who ruled the province on behalf of the Habsburg Empire, to investigate. When his men arrived at Csejthe Castle, home of Elizabeth Báthory, they ‘found one dead girl and another dying of her wounds’, according to Thurzo’s account in a letter to his wife on 30 December 1610. ‘We discovered one, very ill, and covered with wounds, and several others being kept in reserve for the next sacrifice.’ After taking depositions from people living in the area, he discovered that the countess had tortured and killed some 650 girls with the assistance of her servants.

			Elizabeth Báthory was born in 1560 into one of the oldest and wealthiest families in Transylvania, then part of Hungary. She had many powerful relatives, including a cardinal and several princes; her cousin was prime minister of Hungary and her uncle became King Steven of Poland (1575–86). While she had a strict upbringing on one of her family’s many estates, other relatives were rumoured to be insane and sexually perverted, including an uncle said to be an infamous devil-worshipper.

			At fifteen, Elizabeth married twenty-six-year-old Count Ferencz Nádasdy, but kept her surname as it was older and more distinguished than his. They moved to Csejthe Castle. But the count spent much time away from home fighting the Ottomans, earning himself the nom de guerre ‘The Black Knight of Hungary’. He was renowned for his imaginative cruelty, playing football with the severed heads of Turkish captives and dancing with their corpses.

			During her husband’s absence, Elizabeth grew bored. She took a series of young lovers and ran away with one of their servants, a man of reputedly exceptional sexual prowess, but returned and was forgiven by her husband. To keep an eye on Elizabeth, her domineering mother-in-law moved in to the castle. But under the guidance of an old maid named Dorothea Szentes, who claimed to be a witch, Elizabeth Báthory developed an interest in the occult – and soon in far more disturbing activities.

			TORTURE AND MURDER

			With the aid of her old maid Dorothea Szentes, who was known as Dorka, servant Helena Joo, major-domo Johannes Ujvary and Anna Darvula, another witch who was allegedly Elizabeth’s lover, Elizabeth Báthory began to fulfil her sadistic inclinations by disciplining the female servants in an underground torture chamber. Her favourite punishments included leaving them outside naked in the snow, dousing them in cold water until they froze to death, or smearing their nude bodies with honey and leaving them where they would attract bees and insects – a torture it is thought her husband taught her. She would also strip her victims naked, then whip them, or stick pins in the most sensitive places on the victim’s body, such as under fingernails.

			There was worse. A court chamberlain said he saw the countess cut flesh from one girl and force another to eat it raw. Another was burnt with candles until she died. He also said that he saw her heat up an iron and force it into girls’ vaginas.

			Then, in 1604, Elizabeth’s husband died. The first thing she did was banish her hated mother-in-law. Now there was no one to restrain her. Elizabeth was then forty, vain and eager for fresh young lovers – and soon for young blood.

			The tale is told that one day a servant girl accidentally pulled Elizabeth Báthory’s hair while combing it. Elizabeth slapped the girl so hard she drew blood and when the blood fell on her own hand, she believed that her skin took on the freshness of that of her young maid. Elizabeth Báthory was convinced that she had found the secret of eternal youth.

			She had Johannes Ujvary and Dorka strip the maid, cut her arteries and drain her blood into a vat. Then Elizabeth bathed in it, convinced that it would beautify her entire body.

			From then on she regularly bathed in the blood of girls hired as servants from Csejthe and the surrounding villages and she also drank their blood to give her inner beauty. However, as time went on, she began to fear that the treatment might not be as effective as she had hoped. She concluded that the blood of peasant girls was of inferior quality, so she sent out her henchmen to kidnap aristocratic girls.

			Although girls hired as servants from the village had been going missing for years, it was only when the daughters of nobility began to disappear that the authorities became concerned. In 1610, villagers saw the dead bodies of four girls being dumped over the ramparts. Then, a girl escaped from the castle and told the authorities about the evil at Castle Csejthe.

			King Mathias II of Hungary ordered Elizabeth’s cousin, Count Thurzo, to investigate. On the night of 29 December 1610, he raided Castle Csejthe with a band of soldiers. They were horrified by what they found in the castle. One girl lay in the entrance, her body drained of blood. Another, whose body had been pierced with holes, was still alive and they found several girls still alive in the dungeons, some of whom had been tortured. Digging below the castle, the soldiers exhumed the bodies of some fifty girls. And a register of the names of 650 victims was found in Elizabeth Báthory’s bedroom.

			But as the countess was of noble birth, she was not taken before a court and tried. She refused to plead and was kept under house arrest. However, her accomplices were tried in 1611 at Bitcse. A complete transcript of the trial was made at the time and survives in Hungary to this day.

			Johannes Ujvary confessed to being complicit in the murder of thirty-seven girls, six of whom he had personally recruited to work at the castle; Helena Joo confessed to the murder of some fifty-one girls. Victims included her very own sister. Dorka’s count was thirty-six. On 7 January 1611, Dorothea Szentes and Helena Joo were sentenced to have their fingers torn off with red-hot pinchers, before being burned alive. Johannes Ujvary was beheaded and his body drained of blood. Anna Darvula, it seems, was already dead.

			Although no court ever convicted Countess Elizabeth Báthory of any crime, she did not escape punishment. King Mathias wanted Elizabeth to face the death penalty for her crime, but out of respect for the prime minister, who was her cousin, he agreed to an indefinitely delayed sentence, condemning her to solitary confinement for life. Stonemasons were brought to Castle Csejthe to brick up the windows and doors of the bedchamber with the countess inside, with a small slit left through which food could be passed.

			In 1614, four years after she had been walled in, one of the guards wanted a look at this famous beauty. When her food was left untouched, he peeped in. He saw her lying face down on the floor. Elizabeth Báthory, the ‘Bloody Countess’, was dead at the age of fifty-four.

			No doubt the story of Countess Báthory helped fuel the legend of Dracula. Indeed, there were connections between the Báthorys and the Draculas: Prince Steven Báthory had been the commander of the expedition that helped Vlad the Impaler regain his throne in 1476. A Dracula fiefdom, Castle Fagaras, fell into the hands of the Báthorys during Elizabeth’s lifetime and both families had a dragon on their family crest.

			CANNIBALISM

			There is also evidence that cannibalism took place at Castle Csejthe. The local pastor Janos Ponifenus wrote: ‘It appears that the flesh of the poor girls was cut up into small pieces, like mushrooms, and served as food to boys. And sometimes, the girls themselves were forced to swallow a grilled hunk of their own flesh. That of some other was cured to serve as food for those who were left. That went on for a long time: sometimes, at night, the bodies of unknown girls were buried in the cemetery; other priests spoke of this among themselves . . .’

		

	
		
			MADAME DE BRINVILLIERS

			Aristocratic French Poisoner France, 1666–76

			At seven o’clock on the evening of 17 July 1676, the Marquise de Brinvilliers, barefoot and dressed in the coarse linen shift of the condemned, was led from the Conciergerie Prison in Paris to outside Notre Dame Cathedral. A noose hung around her neck, indicating she was to be executed. She knelt and prayed for forgiveness for the murder of her father and two brothers before being taken to the Place de Grève, where she was beheaded in front of a crowd of some 100,000, including fifty aristocrats – some of whom would later be accused of poisoning too. For now, though, it was only Madame de Brinvilliers who was reviled by her confessor as the ‘enemy of the human race’.

			Born Marie-Madeleine-Marguérite d’Aubray in 1630, Madame de Brinvilliers was the eldest of five children of Antoine Dreux d’Aubray, who became civil lieutenant of Paris in 1643. In 1665, she married army officer Antoine Gobelin de Brinvilliers, heir to a dye-manufacturing fortune who was later made a marquis. M. de Brinvilliers became friends with roguish cavalry officer Godin de Sainte-Croix. He soon became Mme de Brinvilliers’ lover. Her husband did not object as he, too, had a lover. However, her family did.

			Mme de Brinvilliers’ two brothers made their disapproval plain and her father had her lover Sainte-Croix arrested in March 1663. While imprisoned in the Bastille, he met the famous Italian poisoner Egidio Exili. Released after just six weeks, Sainte-Croix resumed his affair with Mme de Brinvilliers. Incensed by her father, she decided to take her revenge. Sainte-Croix began experimenting with poisons while Mme de Brinvilliers was said to have tested out his concoctions by distributing food laced with them in hospitals, under the guise of an act of charity. However, she later claimed that she obtained the lethal mixture – which she said contained refined arsenic and essence of toads – from King Louis XIV’s apothecary-in-ordinary, Christophe Glaser.

			Sainte-Croix extorted a high price for the poisons he manufactured – the toxic leaves being imported from Italy – and the de Brinvilliers soon found themselves short of money. Mme de Brinvilliers blamed her husband’s extravagance, incompetence with money and gambling. Expecting to inherit under her father’s will, she set about slowly poisoning him. For months, he was ‘tormented by extraordinary fits of vomiting, inconceivable stomach pain and strange burnings in the entrails’. When he died on 10 September 1666, at the age of sixty-three, his demise was attributed to gout.

			Mme de Brinvilliers quickly ran though the money she had inherited, so she resolved to kill her two brothers. The elder had inherited his father’s position of civil lieutenant of Paris; the younger was a conseiller in parlement. Both were wealthy.

			Sainte-Croix’s valet Jean Hamelin, known as La Chaussée, went to work for her younger brother François who, as luck had it, was unmarried and lived with his elder brother Antoine and his wife. However, Antoine soon spotted that a drink La Chaussée had served him tasted metallic and accused the servant of trying to poison him – La Chaussée declared that the glass must have been used for a purgative and duly removed it.

			Then, at Easter in 1670, seven people who had eaten a specially-prepared festive pie fell ill. Antoine was the most severely affected, vomiting frequently and suffering a burning sensation in his stomach. He never recovered and died on 17 June. Again, nothing untoward was suspected.

			La Chaussée then started adding poison to François’ wine and food. He suffered the same symptoms as his brother, but also grew impossibly bad tempered, and became incontinent and unbearably smelly. Only his apparently loyal servant La Chaussée would approach him.

			Before Antoine had died, he had expressed the suspicion that he was being poisoned. As a result, a post-mortem was carried out. The doctor performing it found signs consistent with poisoning, and yet natural causes could not be ruled out. However, the disease that could cause the symptoms from which both men suffered was so rare, and so unlikely to strike twice, that it became clear it was likely that they had been poisoned.

			With her eye on inheriting her brother Antoine’s wealth, Mme de Brinvilliers then planned to poison his wife, along with her own sister who made large donations to religious institutions. Her plans were thwarted when Sainte-Croix died. As he was in debt, his property was impounded. Among his things was a casket with a note saying that, in the event of his death, it was to be given to Mme de Brinvilliers. The casket was found to contain a collection of poisons and letters implicating her.

			Mme de Brinvilliers fled to England. La Chaussée was tried and found guilty; his punishment was death by torture.

			When the French authorities sought to extradite Mme de Brinvilliers, she fled to Holland – France was at war with the Dutch at the time. However, she made the mistake of taking a room in a convent in Liège, an independent city state that had stayed out of the war, though the French had occupied its citadel. Mme de Brinvilliers was arrested and taken to the citadel. In her room, the authorities found a document where she confessed to poisoning her father and brother, along with the five or six attempts on her daughter and husband. In the end, she had thought better of it and nursed them back to health. She also wrote that she had frequently committed incest. Three of her five children were not her husband’s, rather Sainte-Croix’s or those of an unnamed cousin – she would have had more children had she not used drugs to induce an abortion. She later claimed she had been in the grip of a delirium caused by fever when she wrote this, but it raised the possibilities that she was sexually abused as a child.

			While being taken back to France, she tried to commit suicide by swallowing pins and bits of glass, and thrusting a sharpened stick up her vagina. In court, she was confronted with Jean-Bapiste Briancourt, her children’s tutor whom she had also taken as a lover. He said that she had told him that she had poisoned her father and brothers, and further intended to kill her sister and sister-in-law. When he demurred, she and Sainte-Croix had planned to kill him too. She rebutted everything Briancourt said and continued to protest her innocence. Nevertheless, on 15 July 1676, the judges found her guilty.

			First, she was tortured – stripped naked and tied up, and twenty gallons of water was poured into her mouth through a funnel. As a result, she confessed to everything put to her.

			The end was merciful. She was beheaded with a single stroke of a sword. Afterwards, her body was burnt and the ashes thrown to the wind. Before she died, she said: ‘Out of so many guilty people must I be the only one to be put to death? . . . Half the people in town are involved in this sort of thing, and I could ruin them if I were to talk.’

			Eyewitness to the execution

			Watching from a window of a house on the Notre Dame Bridge, Marie de Rabutin-Chantal, Marquise de Sévigné said: ‘Those who saw the execution say that she has mounted on the scaffold with much courage . . . Never has Paris seen such crowds of people. Never has the city been so aroused, so intent on spectacle . . .’ Mme de Sévigné then noted ‘a dull thud, like that of a butcher’s cleaver on a block. The executioner had severed her head with one swoop . . . “Monsieur,” the executioner said, “have I not struck a fine blow? I always commend myself to God upon these occasions and, thus far, he has not failed me.”

			‘She died as she had lived, most resolutely . . . A loud murmur went up from the crowd at the final cruelty. But now, at last, it is over and done with. La Brinvilliers has gone up in smoke; her poor little body tossed, after the execution, into a raging fire; and after that her ashes scattered to the wind, so that now we shall be inhaling her . . .

			‘Her confessor called her a saint. The next day, the people went searching through the ashes for La Brinvilliers bones’ – presumably seeking them as holy relics.’

		

	
		
			CATHERINE MONTVOISIN

			 La Voisin and the Chambre Ardente France, 1665–79

			The death of Madame de Brinvilliers was followed by the arrest of a number of alchemists and fortune-tellers also suspected of poisoning. There had been a spate of mysterious deaths among influential members of the nobility and Louis XIV became concerned for the safety of the royal family and members of court, so he reconstituted the Chambre d’Arsenal, which had tried cases of heresy in the sixteenth century, as a special tribunal on poisoning and related matters. Meeting in the basement of the Arsenal with the windows draped with black cloth and lit only by flaming torches gave it the unofficial name Chambre Ardente, or the Burning Chamber. In the three years of its existence, it issued 319 arrest warrants and sentenced thirty-six people to death. The most famous was Catherine Montvoisin – known as La Voisin – who was burnt at the stake on 22 February 1680.

			Overseeing the investigation was Nicolas de La Reynie, the lieutenant general of the Paris Police. During the general crackdown on makeshift laboratories, one name kept coming up. It was La Voisin, who was said to have supplied poisons to ladies who wanted to dispose of their husbands, even administering these ‘inheritance potions’ herself.

			Born Catherine Deshayes in 1640, she was initiated into sorcery at the age of nine, probably by her mother. She married Antoine Montvoisin, whose business as a silk merchant and jeweller led him to bankruptcy. He lapsed into heavy drinking and took his frustrations out on her. To feed her numerous children, she turned to fortune-telling and holding séances dressed in an extravagant red crimson robe, embroidered with ‘two hundred and fifty double-headed golden eagles with wings spread’.

			Among her clients were people from the highest circles. The Marquis de la Revière noted that La Voisin ‘was full of delicious little secrets for the ladies . . . which the gentlemen could be grateful for . . . La Voisin could make a lady’s bosom more bountiful or her mouth more diminutive, and she knew just what to do for a nice girl who had gotten herself into trouble.’ At that time, procuring an abortion was a capital offence. And, it was alleged, she provided other services.

			La Voisin believed that her occult powers had been given to her by God and argued her case before professors of the Sorbonne. On 12 March 1679, she was arrested leaving an early mass at her parish church, Notre-Dame de Bonne Nouvelle, in the Parisian suburb of Ville-Neuve. Her house, in a secluded section of rue Beauregard, was searched. Locked away in a cabinet was an assortment of powders and philtres, many of which were poisonous. Grimoires – black books on Satanism and necromancy – were found, along with robes and other paraphernalia. And in a mysterious oven in a garden pavilion there were fragments of infants’ bones. The police also found a long list of her clients.

			Other alleged poisoners already in custody were quick to accuse La Voisin. Among them were Marie Bosse who drunkenly boasted that she had become so rich from providing poisons to the rich she was about to retire. La Bosse was sentenced to be burnt alive. Her fourteen-year-old daughter was brought to witness the spectacle in the hope that it would have a salutary effect on her character, while La Bosse’s eldest son was hanged for helping his mother prepare the poisons.

			Co-conspirator Marie Vigoreux also named Adam du Coeuret, also known as the magician Lesage, a former lover of La Voisin. La Vigoreux died under torture. Lesage had already been ­sentenced to life in the galleys, but unusually he had been released after a few years. No one knew why. He now told investigator La Reynie of La Voisin’s business in abortions and poisons, and said that the small oven in the pavilion was used to burn the bones of infants that were too big to bury in the back garden. He also said that most of La Voisin’s clients belonged to the king’s entourage. After being interrogated by the Chambre Ardente, La Voisin was sentenced to be burnt alive. First she was tortured, but La Reynie complained that the torture had not been applied with the usual rigour and produced no results. Indeed, the night before the execution La Voisin was given a hearty supper, accompanied with a great deal of wine, and began singing bawdy songs. The guards pointed out that, as she was to die the following day, it would be more appropriate if she confined herself to prayer. On 22 February 1680, La Voisin was burnt at the stake.

			MADAME DE MONTESPAN

			La Voisin’s clients included a maid of Françoise-Athénaïs de Montespan, the king’s favourite mistress at the time.

			When Louis XIV heard of this, he ordered La Reynie to proceed with the interrogation of the witness as quickly as possible, but to record allegations against the Marquise de Montespan on separate folios that were not to be included in the record of the investigation.

			Madame de Montespan had been separated from her husband and bore the king eight children whom he legitimized. A patron of Racine and Molière, she was often referred to as ‘the king’s second wife’, or even ‘the real queen of France’. In 1671, Louise de La Vallière, the king’s official favourite, fell ill. She was thought to have been poisoned. Madame de Montespan was accused, but the matter was hushed up.

			Afterwards, La Voisin’s daughter Marie revealed that her mother had provided Madame de Montespan with love potions when she feared the king’s ardour was waning. La Voisin also held black masses where the naked bodies of Madame de Montespan and other women were used as altars. At one of these ceremonies, Marie claimed, Madame Montespan had said: ‘I ask for the friendship of the king . . . that the queen should be sterile and that the king should leave her table and her bed for me; that I should obtain of him all that I ask for myself . . . that the king should leave La Vallière and look at her no more, and that the queen being repudiated, I can marry the king.’

			Marie also said that Madame de Montespan and her mother had conspired to kill Louis’s new mistress Marie-Angélique de Fontanges, by giving her a pair of poisoned gloves – and the king himself, by presenting him with a petition coated in poison. The Duchess de Fontanges died in 1681, possibly poisoned. Madame de Montespan eventually fell out of favour and withdrew to a convent.

			In his confession, Adam Lesage said that child sacrifices had taken place at these black masses. Marie Montvoisin confirmed this with detailed descriptions of the murderous rites. Neither was brought to trial as that would have made their testimony about Madame de Montespan public. Along with other witnesses, they were imprisoned for life on the orders of the king.

		

	
		
			DORCAS ‘DARKEY’ KELLY

			Dublin Brothel Keeper Ireland, c.1746–60

			On the wall of Dorcas Kelly’s pub in Fishamble Street in Dublin, there is a plaque that reads: ‘Previously dubbed the “Maiden Tower” this building was actually an eighteenth-century brothel run by Madam Darkey Kelly, who in 1746 was publicly executed for the alleged murder of her child.’ However, recent research has discovered that Dorcas ‘Darkey’ Kelly was probably Ireland’s first serial killer.

			Dorcas Kelly was the madam of the Maiden Tower in Copper Alley, off Fishamble Street. She was known as Darkey because the word ‘Dorcas’ means ‘dark’ in Irish and because she had long, flowing black hair and coal-black eyes, contrasting with her then-sought-after pale skin.

			Taking to prostitution to raise her from the poverty of the time, she was astute enough to use her earnings to purchase the Maiden Tower brothel. It contained a labyrinth of false doors and secret passages that were almost impossible to negotiate unless you were well acquainted with the building. Indeed, some unwanted customers did not escape.

			One of Dorcas’s clients was the notorious Simon Luttrell, a member of the House of Commons and Sheriff of Dublin. In his younger days, Luttrell was a leading light of Dublin’s Hellfire Club, who met in the Eagle Tavern, nearby on Cork Hill.

			LUTTRELL, THE DEVIL’S SUCCESSOR

			At the Hellfire Club’s meetings, a chair was left vacant for the Devil, to whom the first toast of the proceedings was always made. The club also had a huge black cat, said to be the Devil incarnate, which was served first at dinner.

			The poem The Diaboliad, dedicated to ‘the worst man in His Majesty’s dominions’, was thought to be about Luttrell. In it, the ageing Devil and his cohort leave hell to search Earth for a successor. They gather politicians, courtiers and ‘lordlings from the arms of whores’ and take them back to hell. There the Devil insists that the next person to occupy his throne must be:

			False to God, who every law defied,

			Thief, traitor, hypocrite and parricide;

			Let him who claims these titles as his own

			Come forward, prove his claim and take the crown.

			Luttrell steps forward. All the other notorious libertines of the day were considered and found wanting. Only Luttrell was thought bad enough to take over. Luttrell was also said to have made a pact with the Devil and held black masses where, once, a dwarf was sacrificed. A biography of the Eton-educated Luttrell published in 1769, while he was still alive, stated: ‘The name of Luttrell has come to mean in Ireland, traitor, villain, bastard, coward and profligate, and everything that can be conceived as odious and horrible.’ He was also known as the ‘King of Hell’.

			Dorcas Kelly accused Luttrell of fathering her baby to blackmail him into providing financial support. He responded by accusing her of being a witch and of killing the supposed child in a satanic ritual, though no body was found. Dorcas was said to have been executed in 1746. However, researchers have found newspaper reports from the time that say when the Maiden Tower was searched, the bodies of five men were found in a dungeon there.

			On 17 March 1760, Dorcas Kelly was tried for the murder of John Dowling, a local shoemaker. Found guilty, she was sentenced to death, but she challenged the sentence on the grounds that she was pregnant. A jury of matrons was then sworn in. They found that she was not with child. Her sentence was carried out on 7 January 1761: first half-hanging her in Baggot Street, at the time known as Gallows Road for its hangings, then burning her while she was still alive.

			The custom at the time was to bury the remains in a pit beside the gallows. But after Dorcas ‘Darkey’ Kelly was executed, the local prostitutes rioted. They seized what was left of her body and broke open her former brothel in Copper Alley to hold a wake. Thirteen of them were arrested and sent to Newgate prison.

		

	
		
			SOPHIE CHARLOTTE ELISABETH URSINUS

			Aristocratic Arsenic Poisoner Prussia, 1797–1803

			In early May 1803, Sophie Ursinus, the wealthy widow of a privy counsellor, was playing whist at a party in Berlin when a footman came to tell her that several police officers were waiting in an anteroom and wanted to speak with her. She rose without emotion, put down her cards and apologized to the other players for the interruption. Doubtless there had been a mistake that would soon be cleared up and she would return soon. She did not. To the consternation of her companions, she faced criminal charges and had been taken to prison.

			The previous February, her servant Benjamin Klein complained of feeling unwell. His mistress gave him a cup of broth and, a few days later, some currants. These remedies were no help. Indeed, he got worse.

			On 28 February, she gave him some rice. When he refused it, she threw it away. This aroused his suspicion. He searched her rooms and found a bottle containing powder labelled arsenic. On 22 March, she offered him some plums which he gave to a maid whose brother was an apprentice in a chemist’s shop. When analysed, they were found to contain arsenic. The chemist went to the authorities and Frau Ursinus was arrested. The police then began looking into the suspicious deaths of her husband three years earlier, her aunt, aged spinster Christiane Witte, and a Dutch officer named Rogay, thought at one time to have been her lover. While admitting that she had tried to poison Klein, Frau Ursinus denied all other charges.

			Born Sophie Charlotte Elisabeth Weingarten on 5 May 1760, she was the daughter of Baron von Weingarten, former secretary to the Austrian legation in Prussia, who had defected after important Austrian government papers had been stolen by his mother-in-law, an enthusiastic supporter of Frederick the Great. She lived with her parents until the age of twelve, when she was sent to be educated by her married sister in Spandau. There she underwent a profound change, rejecting the Catholic faith of her parents and becoming a Lutheran. Then, after a love affair that her family thought unsuitable, she returned to her parent’s home in Stendal.

			At the age of eighteen, she met her future husband, Theodor Ursinus, who was then a counsellor of the Supreme Court. Although she did not exactly love this grave, sickly, elderly man, she admitted a certain affection for him and, after a year, consented to marry him because of his many excellent qualities, his position and his prospects.

			After he was promoted privy counsellor, they moved to Berlin where he died on 11 September 1800. The marriage had not been a happy one. The couple were childless and lived more or less separately. It was said that Frau Ursinus was ‘inclined to flirtation’ and had taken a strong fancy to the Dutchman Rogay. Her aged husband did not disapprove of the attachment, which she maintained was platonic. This was generally believed as it was thought that the phlegmatic Dutchman was incapable of the ‘grand passion’.

			Rogay left Berlin for a time. When he returned he suddenly died, three years before Frau Ursinus’s husband also succumbed. Once it was known that Frau Ursinus had a propensity for arsenic, she was charged with his murder. However, two competent physicians swore that Rogay died of consumption – that is, tuberculosis – and she was acquitted on that charge.

			Next the police investigated the death of her husband. According to her statement, she had given a small party on 10 September, her husband’s birthday. He had been in fairly good spirits, but had remarked more than once that he feared he was not long for this life. There was nothing wrong with him when he retired for the night. However, in the middle of the night his moans and groans awakened her. There was an emetic by the bedside which, she said, the doctor had prepared for him. Although she wanted him to take it, she gave him an elixir instead. When he felt no better, she tried the emetic, then rang for the servants. None came. She went to look for the porter, but could not find him. So, she remained alone with her ailing husband. In the morning he was very weak and he died that afternoon.

			The prosecution alleged that she had made no real effort to summon the servants and the family physician said that he had not prescribed an emetic. Frau Ursinus admitted buying arsenic, saying that she was going to use it to kill rats. There were no rats in the house.
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