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FOREWORD


By Nigel McCrery, creator of Silent Witness


As a writer, I am probably better known for my works of fiction, like the BBC series Silent Witness and New Tricks. However, before becoming a writer I served as a police officer in Nottinghamshire, dealing with crimes of every nature, from murder to burglary. As this book rightly points out, it is from many of these true-life crimes and the people I encountered while dealing with them that I drew inspiration for many of my fictional characters and stories.


Probably the best known of these is the Home Office pathologist Professor Helen Whitwell. Helen is without doubt one of the brightest people I have ever met, writing several books on her subject, including Mason’s Forensic Medicine for Lawyers. During her long and illustrious career, Helen worked for both the prosecution and the defence and became one of the world’s leading experts on Shaken Baby Syndrome. Yet despite her outstanding academic qualifications, she is certainly not like the nerdy boffins normally associated with the job. An elegant woman in every respect, she enjoys champagne breakfasts, fine dining and high-quality wines and spirits. Yet there is a slightly eccentric side to Helen which made her interesting and the perfect character for any work of forensic fiction; I certainly could never have made Helen up. She would get lost en route to murder scenes and, before the age of the infamous mobile phone, would call the control room, give them the number she was calling from, and the investigating officers would have to send a car and a detective to find her and bring her to the location. On another occasion, during the early hours of the morning, she arrived at the murder scene after the press and TV cameras. Reversing up an unknown person’s drive, she opened her bag, which I thought would be full of the tools of her trade: a scalpel and bottles of various sizes and uses. Instead of producing those, she produced a make-up bag, hairbrush and perfume, announcing that if we thought she was going to face the press at 3 a.m. without her “slap” on, we could think again. When she had examined herself thoroughly, we moved on to the scene. Probably my favourite characteristic, however, was her heavily scented garden, each plant and flower selected for its particular aroma. I hadn’t realized she was such a keen gardener and told her so. To my surprise, she replied that she wasn’t: in fact, she didn’t really enjoy gardening. So, I pointed out, why the beautiful garden? Her reply was both interesting and surprising. Pathologists are famous for losing their sense of smell. It’s not the pungent and often putrefying smell of the bodies but the chemicals used during the examinations that can damage your senses. As soon as she could no longer smell her garden, or the strong aromas dimmed, she would retire. Some years later, she did.


New Tricks was once again based partially on characters I had met, and often worked with, during my service. Many of the more bizarre incidents and storylines were also based on things I had witnessed or been involved with. As a reader as well as a writer of crime fiction, it became clear very quickly that, as is well illustrated in this book, fiction only illustrates and at times illuminates crime, but nothing comes close to truly representing it, as human emotions and the motives of the individual, however odd and unfathomable, drive an investigation forward.


As suspects become more aware of their rights within the law, the job of the detective has become increasingly difficult. Many, especially professional criminals, will refuse to say a word, relying on phrases such as “no comment” – the standard reply recommended by defence solicitors. Eyewitness evidence is also often, under cross-examination, being brought into question and uncertainty. As a result of this, forensic science plays an ever more significant role in delivering important evidence to the attention of a jury or magistrate – of a kind that is increasingly difficult to refute or challenge.


Using forensic science within a criminal investigation is basically about identification. Forensic investigation is concerned primarily with piecing together the disparate clues left at a scene in order to form a coherent picture of events and, crucially, to establish the identities of those involved – or, equally importantly, those who were not. The anthropologist Margaret Mead (1901–78) said, “Always remember that you are absolutely unique. Just like everybody else”. It is within this uniqueness of the individual that forensic science is based and thrives. Alphonse Bertillon (1853–1914), the French scientist and criminologist, pioneered not only the use of photographs and a basic method of photo-fit but also established a method of identification based on a person’s unique measurements: length of nose, fingers, arms, feet, et cetera. He calculated that if eleven measurements on an individual matched eleven on the suspect, the chances of them not being the guilty person was four million to one. After initial struggles within a doubting scientific community, he was hailed as the greatest criminologist of his day. However, following his failure to trace the criminal who had stolen the Mona Lisa, despite a large palm print being found on the glass that had covered the painting, his methods, while not entirely dismissed, were largely discredited. From then on, the science of fingerprinting started to gather traction.


Today we live in the age of DNA, a process of identification which was honed by the scientists Sir Alex Jeffrey and Peter Gill while researching at Leicester University. This method was first used to solve the Narborough Murders, when it led not only to the discovery of Colin Pitchfork, the killer of two teenage girls, Lynda Mann and Dawn Ashworth, but to the exoneration of the police’s main suspect, who was subsequently released. DNA has now been used to solve thousands of crimes, both recent and historic, as it continues to be refined.


Writers of fiction will continue to use forensic science as a method of leading their fascinated readers towards their hidden culprit. They seldom have to cope with the everyday realities of a complicated and often drawn-out enquiry. Real investigators, as illustrated in this book, do not have the privileges of fiction. They have to work within legal limits, budgets and what, in reality, forensic science is genuinely capable of. In fiction, cost fails to be an issue, and if the science doesn’t quite work, well, you can always stretch a point. In many ways, true crime illustrates far better the work of an investigating team and their interaction with forensic science. It’s this interaction that makes The Real Silent Witnesses one of the most fascinating books on the subject.






My patients never complain.


If their illness is perplexing,


I can always put them back


in the refrigerator. 


KEITH SIMPSON, 
LEGENDARY BRITISH FORENSIC SCIENTIST.






SILENT WITNESS 
A LEGAL DEFINITION


A theory or rule in the law of evidence that is produced by a process whose reliability is established and may be admitted as substantive evidence of what it depicts, without the need for an eyewitness to verify the accuracy of its depiction.






AUTHOR’S NOTE


The heroes and heroines of this book are without doubt the forensic scientists. So to any whom I have failed to mention here, I humbly apologize. Your skills have not gone unnoticed. I simply don’t have enough room in this book to highlight all your successes!


Most of us find it hard to talk about death, especially if it concerns someone close to us. But when it’s compressed into a dramatic TV series, we seem content to lap it up. I’ve tried to gauge the levels of taste required when writing a book like this, but apologies to anyone who feels I’ve strayed into overly graphic territory with some of the material you are about to read.


Many of the experts I spoke to for this book preferred not to be named because they want their work to do the “talking”. They felt that the general public might presume they were in some way “cashing in” on the misery of others.


So to protect the heroes (as well as the criminals), some of the names and details of certain individuals featured here have been changed. The aim is to protect people’s privacy while at the same time maintaining the integrity of all the stories featured here.






DEDICATION


To The Three Musketeers.


They came. They saw. They conquered. 


 


Three legendary forensic scientists dealt with virtually all the suspicious deaths in the London area across much of the twentieth century. They even jointly sifted remains from serial killer policeman John Christie’s sordid murders at 10 Rillington Place, Notting Hill. They often dined together, when they’d discuss all their most chilling cases. As a result, they became known as “The Three Musketeers”:


 


Professor Francis Camps (1905–72) carried out an astonishing 90,000 post-mortems and was renowned for smoking at the post-mortem table, often dribbling ash onto a corpse. He was once called in by the Museum of London to examine the undershirt said to have been worn by Charles I to his execution.


 


Professor Keith Simpson (1907–85) came to prominence in London during the Second World War, when he carried out autopsies on more than a hundred victims crushed in a stampede at Bethnal Green Underground station. In 1942, he examined a body found in a bombed church and deduced it was a woman murdered by her husband and hidden in the rubble. Simpson also examined the corpse of Lord Lucan’s murdered nanny.


 


Professor Donald Teare (1911–79) worked on the notorious “cleft chin murder” case, in which a rogue London taxi driver was shot for a trivial sum of money by a US army deserter during World War Two. Teare helped solve numerous other murder mysteries but liked to keep out of the limelight, even more than his two colleagues.






INTRODUCTION


My first encounter with anyone inside the world of forensic science came in a rundown, smokey pub in south London, in the late 1970s. I was a rookie crime reporter on the local newspaper and part of my job was to share a drink or two with the local CID (plain clothes) officers from the nearby police station.


On one rainy April night in 1978, the chief of detectives introduced me to a scruffy, nicotine-encrusted man in his mid-thirties who turned out to be Dr Iain West, already well on his way to becoming one of the UK’s most renowned forensic scientists. At that time, he was resident Forensic Pathologist at Guy’s and St Thomas’ hospitals, in London. West prided himself on coming up with the unexpected – and he made it clear in the pub that night that he wasn’t afraid to express his opinion on subjects that extended way beyond legal and scientific boundaries.


When giving evidence in court, West’s testimony had always made him appear to be a grave, intense, somewhat aloof personality who was sometimes even at loggerheads with the police he was often supposed to be working alongside. The pervasive whiff of mortuary disinfectant followed Iain West wherever he went. He liked this because it told people who he was without his even having to introduce himself.


Iain West had first been inspired to take up forensic pathology during his time at Addenbrooke’s Hospital, Cambridge, under highly respected forensic scientist Professor Austin Gresham, whose enthusiasm soon rubbed off on the young medic. In 1974, West moved to the forensic department at St Thomas’ hospital, London. Four years later he took up a post in the forensic medicine department at London’s Guy’s and St Thomas’ hospitals, led by the legendary Professor Keith Simpson’s protégé Professor Keith Mant. West took over from Mant in 1984 and remained at Guy’s for the rest of his career. West’s second wife Vesna Djurovic was another leading pathologist and member of the same Guy’s department.


Iain West liked to pride himself on always being primarily concerned about the now. He was never wrapped up in research. He tended to leave that to others. But when it came to the actual cases, he was always focused, methodical, realistic and imaginative. In murder investigations, he prided himself on putting himself into the mind of the killer and working backwards from there to try and establish exactly what had happened at the scene of a crime. But despite West’s claims to the contrary, he did actually think beyond “the now”. At Guy’s Hospital, he helped set up a computerized database filled with information and images relating to specific forensic cases. These files have since become vital reference sources for lawyers, police forces and pathologists across the globe and are reckoned to have helped solve numerous crimes.


The Iain West I met in that south London pub was about as far removed from being a typical scientist as you could get. Here was a loud, jokey party animal who couldn’t wait to order some whiskies from the bar to chase down with the beers. On this particular evening, West clutched a pint of bitter in one hand and a cigarette in the other, and we got talking about rugby. In fact, he was more interested in swapping tales about his favourite sport than telling me about the UK murder mysteries he’d helped solve through his forensic skills.


We never specifically discussed any of Iain West’s actual cases that night, but that was typical of his unique modus operandi. He used his surprisingly outgoing character to disarm me, and that in turn enabled him to avoid saying anything that he might later regret. He did tell me, though, that he was a keen rifleman with intimate knowledge of all types of firearms. He recalled with great relish how he liked to hunt wild boar in mainland Europe and boasted in a charming and self-effacing way about his marksmanship.


In 1984 – a few years after that meeting – police constable Yvonne Fletcher was shot dead by a sniper’s bullet outside the Libyan Embassy in central London. West established through intricate forensic tests that the shot had been fired from within the building, which clearly implied she’d been deliberately targeted.


West also examined many of the bodies from several terrorist bombings, including 1982’s Hyde Park attack and the bombing of Harrods in 1983. The following year he was called in to examine the victims of the IRA bombing of the Grand Hotel, Brighton, which narrowly failed to kill Margaret Thatcher during that year’s Conservative Party Conference.


Iain West’s report on the 1988 Clapham rail disaster led to drastic modification of train carriages to help improve passenger safety. Eleven years later he was once again on his hands and knees at a rail disaster, sifting through the wreckage in Paddington.


West also carried out a post mortem on BBC TV presenter Jill Dando, who was killed in 1999 by a hitman on the doorstep of her home in Fulham, south-west London. West’s forensic skills even played a part in the release of British Army soldier Lee Clegg, who’d been convicted of a murder when he was serving in Northern Ireland.


He told me that he dealt with all the psychological and emotionally draining aspects of his job by always keeping his thoughts to himself when he was out in the field. This “coolness under fire”, combined with an almost photographic memory, meant that he was often able to flash back to his past case experiences with the flick of an eyelid and use that knowledge to help him move forward on a new case.


Dr West admitted to many journalists, including myself, that his own coping mechanism was to concentrate on the mechanics of every forensic assignment. That meant first of all dissecting the body, then measuring wounds and injuries. Dr West called this his “noting and observation stage”. That’s when his medical training would take over, and that further enabled him to mentally and emotionally block out the horror he so often witnessed first hand. But despite this, Iain West suffered nightmares about the images he faced every day of his professional life. He once admitted: “I usually suffer from disturbed sleep for a few weeks after any of those type of mass death cases. I anticipate that as a normal human reaction. I find it goes away of its own accord.”


Many who knew Iain West believe his eccentricity was at odds with the sombreness of his profession, as portrayed by many TV adaptations, including Silent Witness. He really was a one-off. From a personal perspective, my unlikely meeting with Iain West in that south London pub taught me one thing: that all of us, however clever and insightful, need a release from our intense work environment in order to move on further in the world and achieve our own personal goals in life. And the thing I remember most about that drunken night took place at the very end. Just before he went home, West leaned over to me, very drunk but deadly serious, and said: “The truth is always more surprising than the lies. You have to have an absolute determination to tell the truth no matter how much pressure is put on you to come to a certain conclusion.”






THE SILENT WITNESS EFFECT


There is no getting away from the fact that many of us have a morbid interest in death and crime. We can’t help it. Most of it is down to the fact that television provides law-abiding citizens with a window into another world where all the usual moral lines are blurred. We can lose ourselves in a drama like Silent Witness for a few hours knowing full well that back in the real world our own safety zones are still in place.


My hope is that this book will be different from dozens of others that have delved into the mysteries of forensic science, in trying to present the facts in a way everyone can relate to.


Millions of people are out there glued to their screens every time a new episode of Silent Witness is televised. That in itself shows the depth of interest in this subject. In recent years, Silent Witness has increasingly concentrated on the more technical sides of pathology, while at the same time continuing to build a believable dramatic thread around every storyline. Obviously, this works, otherwise Silent Witness would have disappeared from our screens many years ago. But it is a credit to the show’s creator and writers that it has managed to move with the times, as forensic science has taken great strides over the almost 30 years since the series first aired.


Silent Witness carefully constructs and highlights the science, and that’s what makes it so different from most other murder shows. Everything is filmed from a forensic point of view, rather than that of the long arm of the law, or even of the criminals who’ve committed the crime in the first place.


This book aims to take a similar approach, as my intention all along has been to dig deep beneath the surface of often notorious crimes and reveal, for the first time, how forensics helped bring the guilty to justice but also ensured that the innocent avoided jail and, in some cases, the death penalty.


Rest assured, this book doesn’t intend to gloss over the failures, either. They’re just as important as the notable successes when it comes to understanding the story of forensic science’s role in law enforcement, particularly in the United Kingdom and the United States of America. It’s crucial not to omit forensic science’s mistakes and the way that some of its findings can be twisted and misrepresented to suit the agenda of others.


Ultimately, this book hopes to inform and entertain readers by revealing the major forensic breakthroughs that have so often been ignored.


You don’t have to be an avid fan of Silent Witness to read this book, either. It contains many intriguing characters and controversial real cases for anyone with a general interest in true crime.


I’ve attempted to make the action rise above the technical side of forensic science. I know some legitimate forensic experts will find that frustrating, but this book is for everyone. It’s not intended as a reference book and the cases described here have as many dramatic twists and turns as any TV drama.


Most of these cases are in the public domain but I fully appreciate the Silent Witness team would have to alter and adjust them so they were not recognizable by the time they got onto the small screen. On TV, all blatant similarities to real and living persons must be removed in case the real people recognize themselves and seek legal recourse.


* * *


Sometimes, Silent Witness gives its viewers the impression – albeit unintentionally – that the most brilliant forensic minds come only from the UK. Nothing could be further from the truth. I have reported on crimes across the world and met many forensic scientists in other countries, from Australia to the United States to South America to Europe.


In Santiago, Chile, I tracked down a pathologist who performed an autopsy on an alleged British spy found dead in a hotel cupboard. He worked out of a rundown, under-funded laboratory in the roughest part of the city but showed immense bravery in allowing me to read his report, despite a government cover-up on the case.


While living in California in the early 1990s, I discovered that forensic science was taken so seriously that police investigators wouldn’t attend a murder scene without a medical examiner being present. In most other Western world countries at that time, forensic experts still took second place to detectives when it came to on-site investigations.


* * *


Today – thanks in part to TV’s Silent Witness – most of us fully appreciate what these forensic scientists do for society. Some even believe that their skills are tantamount to artistry. They have the patience of a painter or a writer as they analyze every possibility in their minds, until they can be sure of what everything means when it comes to the victim and the perpetrator of a crime.


The key to solving murders often lies with the personalities of these forensic scientists. They are analytical characters who have to chip away to uncover evidence. They don’t seek out motives for crimes like the police do. They form their opinions around what they find. That means they look at things from a different perspective – and that helps them to solve the unsolvable.


These unique characters can ignore the pressures that their police associates face. They refuse to be rushed during their investigations, because accuracy – not speed – is their main objective. One former Scotland Yard murder squad detective explained: “I’ve seen other police officers constantly pressurize forensic scientists to provide fast feedback for their investigations. It’s a very short-sighted attitude, which no doubt leads to some very questionable decisions. Police officers need to encourage a much friendlier atmosphere between us and them. We need safe and accurate results rather than the type of half guesses which used to happen in the bad old days of law enforcement.”


Technical advances in communications mean that today everyone’s movements can be tracked. Every phone call made can be traced. Every journey can be monitored. Every purchase is recorded. But none of that mountain of personal information means anything if there are no experts to analyze it, sift through it and connect it until they find what they’re looking for.






PROLOGUE


A thin plume of grey smoke and the crackling sound of a bonfire were the only signs of activity in the grounds of the large, isolated detached house on the corner of dense woodland bordering a 500-acre country park in Essex. It was the middle of the summer of 2015. CCTV security cameras lined the driveway, recording every moment, 24 hours a day. And half a dozen bland, red “do not enter” signs could be seen through the late afternoon drizzle nailed to trees on the perimeter of the same property. From inside the house, the muffled sound of two Rottweilers barking furiously could be heard in the distance. They stood on hind legs pawing at the steamed-up double glass doors at the back of the house.


Just then, a young man and woman in their early twenties appeared inside the house and tried to calm the dogs down. Eventually, they dragged them into the sitting room and returned to open the double doors to the garden. Hesitantly, the couple crept out onto the patio shouting “Dad”. When there was no reply, the young man turned towards the bonfire, still crackling noisily in the distance. Behind him, his girlfriend stopped as she saw something, arching her neck to get a better look. Grabbing her boyfriend by the arm, she pulled him around and pointed.


The young man froze momentarily in his tracks before rushing towards the crumpled body of his 64-year-old father; lifeless and contorted, it lay spread across the ground, his torso soaked in blood.


The son straddled the body and started trying to give him CPR, frantically thumping his chest. The young man later said he could feel the life draining out of his father. With the body limp beneath him, he stopped and struggled back onto his feet. Breathing heavily, he rang 999 on his mobile.


Within half an hour, paramedics arrived and were examining the corpse. They immediately noticed very recent “pre-existing wounds” to the body following major surgery and ruled out foul play. The victim had clearly died from natural causes after falling from his quad bike, slewed on the ground nearby.


“Are you sure it’s his heart?” asked a young trainee paramedic, accompanying two senior colleagues who’d examined the corpse.


“Yeah, it’s his heart. I’ve seen dozens like this one before,” one of them said.


Two young police constables then arrived at the scene. They didn’t even bother examining the corpse after being told that the man’s wounds from recent gallbladder surgery had split open when he fell, which had caused him to bleed out. There was no point in even calling an inspector to the scene to confirm their assessment or checking the man’s antecedents on the police national computer. It was, as they say, an open-and-shut case.


If those two police officers had bothered to make the normal checks, they would have discovered that the UK’s National Crime Agency and Spanish police had had the victim under surveillance for the best part of 20 years.


Police ordered an autopsy as a matter of course because the death would be recorded as sudden, even though there were no suspicious circumstances. Less than an hour later, the corpse was gingerly loaded onto a gurney and taken away in a dark van with blacked-out windows to be stored in a morgue to await an examination by the next available pathologist.


It was an oddly muted end for a man feared and loathed throughout the underworld. Most had expected him to die in a hail of bullets after one feud too many. But instead, he’d keeled over in the middle of the grounds of his big house just like Marlon Brando’s Don Corleone in The Godfather.


The body was kept in a deep freeze drawer at the Leicester University forensic pathology unit so that an expert could confirm what everyone already knew: that he’d died from what appeared to be a congenital heart defect and the after-effects of gallbladder surgery.


That corpse would remain refrigerated until highly respected forensic scientist Dr Benjamin Swift returned from a few days, leave to examine it, as he was obliged to do because of the sudden nature of the man’s death. The victim’s family were warned this might take four or five days, so they should not make any funeral arrangements for the time being, just to be on the safe side.


Five days later, pathologist Dr Swift returned from his early summer break. Less than two minutes after pulling open the drawer to the refrigeration unit containing the corpse, the medical examiner put down his instruments, walked to the phone attached to the wall in the corner of his laboratory, punched out a number and waited for a response.


“I think you’d better get over here as quickly as possible,” he said.


That corpse had given up the secrets that everyone close to the victim had suspected all along. Dr Swift’s post-mortem examination immediately found the man had been shot six times in the back, chest and arms. The gunmen had used special bullets that left minimal impact marks. When the news went public there was hell to pay.


Essex Police chiefs were hauled into Scotland Yard to explain themselves. This victim’s name was so synonymous with police corruption that there were suspicions the police might have deliberately misdiagnosed the cause of death in order to give his killer more time to escape. When it became clear this was not the case and that Essex Police had quite simply been inefficient, the force’s serious crime squad was given a no-holds-barred brief to immediately launch a major murder investigation.


Essex Police publicly admitted the man’s death now “bore all the hallmarks of a professional hit”. A contract killer had climbed over a fence into the garden and shot his victim at close range.


It was already a classic case of too little too late. The killer was long gone, and if it hadn’t been for the skills of Dr Swift, no one would have even known that the gangland crime boss had been murdered. “Without the pathologist’s examination, we might never have realized that criminal had been killed by a hitman in his own garden,” one of the detectives involved in the case later told me. “Sometimes we don’t give the scientists enough credit. It’s not always about being clever and digging up the truth. Sometimes the truth is staring you in the face.”


That in itself perfectly highlights the across-the-board importance of forensic scientists today. But in addition to this, there is another secret angle to this murder case, which links it directly to the popular television series Silent Witness, that has never before been publicly revealed. Pathologist Dr Benjamin Swift worked for many years as a consultant for the show. The production team behind Silent Witness could rightly point to these sort of professional “overlaps” as further proof that their immensely popular TV series more closely mirrors the real world than any other drama show in television history.


Most importantly, if the bullet-riddled corpse of that criminal had not been properly examined by a forensic expert, then a notorious gangland murder would have occurred without anyone ever being the wiser. “Yes, it was an open and shut case,” added the same detective involved in this murder enquiry. “But that’s not the point. We, the police, need to appreciate and listen to the experts, even when we think we have all the answers.”


At a time when the UK government has already implemented cost cutting throughout the forensic science world, this is a chilling reminder of how people could get away with murder if forensic scientists were not used for each and every unexplained death. The police who attended the scene of that killing had assured their superior officers the victim had died of natural causes. Until 30 years ago, that would usually have meant no autopsy. As one forensic scientist explained to me recently: “If we went back to those dark days again because of cost cuts by the politicians, we might as well give criminals a gun and tell them to shoot all their enemies dead because often they’ll no doubt get away with it.”


* * *


In order to understand how forensic science evolved in the first place, one has to delve into the past, present and future of this most inexact of all sciences. That means revealing the characters that have had a big influence on the forensic world.


These forensic experts are a remarkable bunch. They first started to emerge on the criminal horizon more than two hundred years ago on London’s mean and filthy slum-riddled streets. Those early pioneers were the scientific renegades of their times, in a sense. They broke the rules much more than Nicky or Tom in Silent Witness. But they did all that to further society’s need to bring murderers and other criminals to justice.


In order to appreciate the full story of forensic science, one has to go much further back in time.






ACT ONE


BEFORE SILENT WITNESS: THE HISTORY, THE SCIENCE AND THE SPECIALISTS


Everything and everyone that enters a crime scene


leaves some piece of evidence behind. It is the key to


all forensic investigations of crime scenes. 


PROFESSOR EDMOND LOCARD, 1910






BACK IN TIME


The word “forensic” originated from the Latin word “forensis”, which stands for a forum. The idea was that a forum of experts would examine subjects, collect evidence and jointly form a concrete opinion. The earliest known use of forensic science dates back to the ancient Greek and Roman societies, who made significant contributions to the field of medicine, in particular pharmacology. They uncovered and studied the production, use and symptoms of toxins, which went on to be particularly helpful when it came to studying past murder cases.


Today, scientists believe that the first-ever “autopsy” was performed in 3,000 BCE in the Egyptian civilization that ruled the world back then. But that only happened because it was a prerequisite for their religion to remove and examine internal organs after death.


In 44 BCE came the first “official” recorded autopsy, when a Roman physician called Antistius dissected the body of Roman politician and general Julius Caesar. That examination revealed that despite his having been stabbed twenty-three times, Caesar’s death was caused by one knife wound through his chest. Antistius came to his ground-breaking conclusions after testing a selection of blades on animal carcasses and eventually matching one of the wounds to the one in Caesar’s corpse. This showed that a specific type of dagger was the actual murder weapon.


Antistius got every participant in the stabbing of Caesar to hand in their knives to him. Legend has it that the killer eventually (and proudly) confessed when the smell of blood attracted swarms of flies to his weapon as he gave it to Antistius. No one was ever prosecuted for the murder of Caesar because those very same assailants took over the Roman Empire.


Centuries later came the earliest version of a polygraph test in ancient India. This involved the examination of the saliva, mouth and tongue of a suspect. After the suspect’s mouth was filled with some dry rice, they were asked to spit it out. If the rice got stuck in their mouths, they were found guilty.


Four hundred years ago, the first reported autopsy in North America was performed by French colonists desperate to determine what was killing them as they endured a rugged winter on St. Croix island near what is now Portland, Maine. Nearly half of the 79 settlers led by explorers Pierre Dugua and Samuel de Champlain had died over that winter from malnutrition and the harsh weather. All this was uncovered when the skull of one man was found during excavations by the National Park Service just fifteen years ago. The top of the skull had been removed to expose the brain. It had been put back in place before the body was buried. It was the exact same procedure that forensic pathologists use during autopsies to this day.


Less than two centuries ago, crime scene investigators in London would taste the body fluids they found at a crime scene because it was the only way to identify what they were. Those supposedly upholding law and order at that time saw murders in strictly black and white terms. There was a body, which was usually followed by a confession or another body. If there were no bodies, solving these types of crimes was a mission impossible.


London back in those days was rife with crime and violence, and the continual inability of the police to solve heinous crimes left the upper classes horrified. They wanted to crack down on the criminals, so they started to fund the study of forensic sciences. As a result, a big breakthrough for forensics came shortly after that, when a fingerprint analysis system was developed by Sir Edward Henry – the commissioner of the Metropolitan Police of London. He established that the direction, flow, pattern and other characteristics of fingerprints gave them unique identifiable characteristics, and this established fingerprint analysis. Today the Henry Classification System remains the standard for criminal fingerprint analysis techniques across the globe.


In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries there were other big forensic breakthroughs that combined the use of basic logic and science. The first occurred after the arrest of a man called John Toms in Lancaster for the murder of Edward Culshaw with a pistol. The wadding left by the murder weapon perfectly matched that of a weapon owned by Toms. There was also a torn piece of newspaper in Toms’ pocket that matched a page that the victim had been reading. Encouraged by this discovery, one of Scotland Yard’s most “pioneering” officers, Henry Goddard – who eventually became commissioner – established that it was possible to match a bullet to a murder weapon under detailed examination.


Other aspects of forensics began to bear fruit, thanks to the rich citizens of London funding these scientific investigators. In 1816, a farm labourer called Warwick was convicted of murder after police forensics collected and analyzed footprints and cloth impressions left on the damp soil of the crime scene near a pool where a young maid had been drowned. Those impressions matched boots and clothes belonging to Warwick and proved he was the killer of the maid.


It wasn’t until 1836 that an Act of Parliament officially authorized payments towards forensic experts and the cost of post-mortems. In that same year a forensic scientist called James Marsh – based at the Royal Military Academy in Woolwich, south London, close to the River Thames – invented a reliable test for that most deadly of poisons – arsenic.


Marsh had been infuriated when he’d earlier been called as a chemist by the prosecution in the murder trial of a man who was accused of poisoning his grandfather with arsenic-laced coffee. Marsh had performed a standard test by mixing a suspected sample with hydrogen sulphide and hydrochloric acid, but by the time he showed the results to the jury, the sample had deteriorated and the suspect was acquitted on the basis of reasonable doubt. So Marsh developed a much better test by combining a sample containing arsenic with sulphuric acid and arsenic-free zinc, resulting in arsine gas. The gas was ignited, and it decomposed to pure metallic arsenic which, when passed to a cold surface, would appear as a silvery-black deposit. Marsh’s cleverly devised test was so sensitive that it could detect as little as one-fiftieth of a milligram of arsenic.


In 1845, a man called John Tawell fled to London after the death of a former lover. It was only after detailed examination of the body that traces of cyanide were discovered and a murder hunt was launched. Tawell eventually became the first criminal arrested through the use of an electric telegraph. But even more importantly, an expert forensic witness was called for the first time at a criminal trial, and his evidence that the body contained traces of cyanide ensured Tawell was found guilty.


But these developments in forensics were relatively few and far between back then. For many subsequent years, a combination of restricted scientific data and sloppy detective work continued to make forensic medicine the most neglected side of worldwide law enforcement.
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