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All were colleagues without whom much of my work would not have been possible.
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Public health warning


One should not read this book, let alone look at the cover, if one is of a delicate disposition or a fully paid-up member of a knitting circle with a particular fondness for a good night’s sleep.
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Foreword



As impertinent and highly controversial as the following question will appear, I will ask it anyway: ‘How many millions upon millions of people do you think have sort of considered murdering someone, someplace, at some time, for some motive or reason?’


Come on now, let’s own that question, as herein sits a fundamental problem. How can one wilfully ‘unalive’ (the more modern, PC description) a fellow human and get away with the crime scot-free, without suffering any punishment or injury or, in some of the cases, throughout this grimmest yet sometimes hopefully I suggest carpet-rolling hilarious of books, being fried in ‘Old Sparky’, or dropped through a gallows trap to be hanged by the neck until dead?


(Before I forget: it is a medically proven fact that judicial hanging was not as painless as it was cracked up to be. There was a second of weightlessness as the trap opened, and a snap of the second cervical vertebra [C2] as the result of the extreme force of the drop, but anoxia still lingered, with some involuntary flicking of the feet until death supervened. See, I always love adding happy notes, to be sure I most certainly do ☺.)


Nevertheless, the answer to the above question is (as this book will forensically reveal): unless law enforcement is bereft of competence, one could actually leave a trail of gore and dismembered body parts to one’s doorstep and still outwit our true Brit home-grown Sherlock Holmes or the famous American TV detective Lieutenant Columbo, leaving them clueless. This does happen, as this book will forensically reveal, by documenting some cases born out of the UK and USA to prove it to be shockingly, oh yes, sooo true!


Murderers from the good ol’ days through to modern times appear to me as having been viewed through the wrong end of the psychological telescope. Up close and personal, their primary focus has been on how to commit their crime and get away as free as a bird – and not ending up serving ‘bird time’ as a result. (‘Bird time’ or ‘doing bird’ are correctional phrases that derive from the so-called carryings-on primarily referred to in the 1962 biographical movie The Birdman of Alcatraz, about the convicted murderer Robert Stroud, who earned this nickname for his work with birds in prison. It wasn’t in Alcatraz though, but during his time at Leavenworth Penitentiary he reared and sold birds and became a respected ornithologist. From 1942 to 1959 he was incarcerated at Alcatraz, where regulations didn’t allow him to keep birds. Perhaps the movie got it all wrong with it being correct to say the The Birdman of Leavenworth.)


However, viewed from the other end of the moral telescope, the criminals’ oft-times brainless actions tell them that the chances of being arrested are way over the distant horizon. Thus, they still sail on regardless, totally ignorant that some of their actions may lead them to a death-row cell and the previously mentioned ‘long drop’, or being converted after a fry-up ‘Bundy Burger’ in Florida’s ‘Old Sparky’, or the ‘Yellow Mama’, as some enthusiastically name it. Indeed, the very first electric chair was designed by a dentist, so think about that the next time you go for some fillings.


With all that said, this book is a collection of historic and contemporary blood-drenched cases where buffoons had in mind that they could outwit the law; beat the fine art of forensics; kick Locard’s Exchange Principle1 into touch and, with all their careful, premeditated planning, soon to come unstuck at the seams. Others have escaped justice through pure luck, guile or cunning.


During our road trip through the dark annals of crime, while visiting many places on our journey, we will examine the mindsets of one-off takers of human life, serial killers, mass murderers, spree killers and some wannabe assassins too. Some were born of high intellect, others possessed just a few brain cells; some from the silver-spoon-fed upper classes, others being trailer-park trash.


Yes, we have poisoning, bloodied baseball bats, .357-calibre Magnum Friday Night Specials shooting, burning, dismemberment (while dead or half alive), battering, strangling and stabbing. We’ll learn of shallow graves hastily dug in damp soil, and dark alleyways with only a scudding moon as witness to killings that would make any Stephen King nightmare come true.


We will get into the pathologies of those who paid a contract killer for financial gain, like the woman who used Kool-Aid laced with antifreeze to put her hubby into his grave, with nothing but vague circumstantial evidence pointing an accusatory finger at the now rich woman, weeping crocodile tears, dressed in widow’s weeds … In the Victorian era, people in mourning wore a black armband or dressed in black clothing known as ‘widow’s weeds’, so that others might offer tender respect. At the wake, after a guest asked her what would be done with the leftover sandwiches and flowers, this ostensibly bereaved murderer offered the bland reply: ‘Oh, we can save those for my next wedding.’ All grim stuff, will you agree?


And here’s the thing. Thousands upon thousands of people, past and present, have spent considerable time and in-depth research in the planning of a murder, yet they signally overlook how to get away with it. These criminals ‘get themselves off’ during the planning phase, however, once the dastardly deed is done. Just a mouthy comment at a graveside about how to use the leftover sarnies brings about their downfall.


As I always say in my books, some of the following chapters are short and not so sweet, while others deserve a much longer word count – the literary imbalance being much to the chagrin of my editor.


So, ‘happy days and no nightmares please’, for while committing homicide in all its varied forms known to man and the devil, there are many fun times to be had along our way – just to lighten the load, if it pleases you, because it certainly pleases me. While some of the cases in this book will have the reader carpet-rolling in hysterical laughter, others will require you to take a stiff drink. There will not be any woke BS or political correctness to befuddle sensibilities along the way, either.


This book looks at murder most foul through both ends of the homicidal telescope at the same time, so your Christopher brings to the post-mortem table my enjoyable road trip, literary style – already all so familiar to my millions of readers worldwide – with lots of anecdotal ‘been there, got the T-shirts’ experiences, which I pray will appeal to all.


To leave this bit on a high, party-popping note, what were the final thoughts of all those who faced execution on the gallows, or in an electric chair, gas chamber or the lethal-injection gurney? I can reliably inform you that they all thought: ‘Oh shit. I well and truly f***ed up here …’


Silly me, but let’s begin with a rural case that baffled everyone.


 


 


 


 





1 A keystone of forensic science based on the fact that any contact between two entities will result in the exchange of material between them.












George Harry Storrs (1860–1909)



‘The bells! The bells!’


Quasimodo in The Hunchback of Notre-Dame, 
Victor Hugo (1831)


George Harry Storrs was not the type one would invite to a Sunday barbecue. A hard-working, forty-nine-year-old gent, with dull, unimaginative tastes and, as might be expected, few friends. He had zero interest in bonhomie, or drinking with fellow members of the Liberal Party – and who would want to sup with that bunch of lefties anyway – or playing host to civic dignitaries of the cotton towns with me echoing that sentiment myself. But somewhat remarkably, George, with his quiffy hair, whose nan probably knitted him a woolly jumper every Christmastide, was generally admired by the employees in his building firm. Indeed, dozens of them lined the streets to say goodbye at his funeral (and goodbye to any further wages).


George and Margaret Storrs were married in 1891. They lived in a large, stone-built house called Gorse Hall in a 35-acre estate on a wooded hillside overlooking the town of Stalybridge, in Cheshire, close to the River Tame as it weaves west from the Pennines. As you may already know, Stalybridge is sort of famous for being the birthplace of the song ‘It’s a Long Way to Tipperary’, allegedly written and first performed there by a former fishmonger called Jack Judge. Stalybridge is also known for having the world’s oldest brass band, a long and a short pub name both appearing in Guinness World Records, inter alia the ‘Q Inn’ and ‘The Old Thirteenth Cheshire Astley Volunteer Rifleman Corps Inn’ respectively and has opened and closed a couple of times. Many times around the clock I tried to find out if the Q Inn served food, what was available etc., but the phone was always damn busy, so I gave up all hope of ever eating anything there, maybe a bag of crisps.


Mirthless George was known to be a bit of a miser, and left an estate worth £28,362 – today worth oodles over £500,000 – a tidy sum indeed. The couple lived austerely with a young relative, a few servants, and this inevitably brings us to Friday, 10 September 1909.


A rustic local law enforcement response: 
‘Hands up or I’ll shoot!’


At about 10.00pm, James Worrall, the Storrs’ coachman, ran down the hill to Stalybridge police station gasping that shots had been fired at Gorse Hall. The police had no motor cars, and their only six-year-old bicycle was already being used someplace else – I think that’s quaint, don’t you? Nonetheless, four constables and a sergeant ran breathlessly, back up the hill on foot. And that is not an inconsiderable distance, I can assure you.


The police people (again, I’m being extremely PC here) found no immediate signs of panic. Eliza Cook, the housemaid, ushered them into the dining room, where Storrs and his wife Margaret – known as ‘Maggie’ – were waiting, along with Georgia McDonald, a close friend of Mrs Storrs who was on a visit from Yorkshire.


Storrs told the frazzled sergeant in charge that he had been reading by the fireplace in the dining room at 9.30pm, while the two ladies sat at the table ready for their meal. On looking up, he had seen an indistinct presence outside the window and rose to see who it was. ‘Hands up or I’ll shoot,’ according to Mr Storrs. A pane of glass was smashed and the barrel of a gun thrust into the room. Storrs said that he dashed over to the window and quickly lowered the blinds. By all accounts, two shots were fired, and Mrs Storrs restrained her husband from leaving the house, telling the housemaid to open the front door just far enough to ring a bell summoning the coachman, being of course James Worrall. However, George Storrs could not describe the intruder because the dining room was too brightly lit to be able to see anything in the darkness outside.


By this time, more police had arrived from nearby Dukinfield, so the following morning officers examined the dining room but found no bullets, pellets or marks where they should, or must have landed, nor any trace of gun smoke on the glass or window frame. This was all a bit iffy. But when informed of these findings, or lack of findings, Storrs blandly commented that ‘The shots must have been discharged outside and into the house through the window.’


The police were sceptical, scratching the tops of their heads and fiddling with their moustaches: ‘If shots were fired, they were fired by an idiot or a person in drink,’ Superintendent Leonard Croghan, Head of ‘Duck-in-the-Field’ (apologies for the misspell, when I meant ‘Dukinfield’) police wrote in his report.


Privately, some officers thought the family had confused the crash of plate glass with gunfire and that there had been no shots at all; certainly, none had been fired into the house. So all that could be done was to post a police guard at Gorse Hall that night. The house had no telephone, thanks to ‘Scrooge Storrs’, so he was obliged to dig into his pocket and shell out for a large bell that could be heard by police in an emergency. No arrests were made, however, and the case went cold until Friday, 29 October.


The bells, the bells


And it was that new bell on the roof of Gorse Hall that shattered not windows, but the midnight slumbering of the residents and the police down the hill in Stalybridge, who were now duty-bound to run back up, and when they finally arrived, they found the taciturn Storrs, sitting not on a wall but on the porch outside. Once again, the officers went back down the goddamn hill, probably not thanking Storrs for the extracurricular, nocturnal exercise, with him saying that he merely wanted to test the effectiveness of the new alarm system. Could we confirm, between us, that George Harry Storrs was, may I say, a bit of a dickhead?


But three days later, on Monday, 1 November, local elections were held in Stalybridge. Unknown to Storrs, his police guard had been summarily withdrawn perhaps, possibly, allegedly, because he had cried ‘wolf’ more times than enough already. The police excuse was that they were short on numbers, or worn out by all of the uncalled-for exercise, and had to cope with the crowds in the village who were celebrating all day. Yeah, right!


Gorse Hall


Gorse Hall was built – true to solid Britishness – near an earlier house known as ‘Old Gorse Hall’. The new Gorse Hall was built circa 1850, and its millstone-grit exterior had an earnestness worthy of landed gentry, but the Storrs kept many rooms locked to frugally save on electricity. Indeed, the family used the dining room as a small sitting room. Visitors entered a long, empty hallway decorated mainly with swords and Irish shillelaghs with silver-plated handles.


Now, if that had been me, I would have nipped down to IKEA, or shopped online at Temu, or something like that, so bets are on that Gorse Hall would have smelt a tad musty.


‘OK, enough already, Christopher, so let’s get to where we find Mr Storrs in a box, please?’ Perhaps the end game begins with a governess named Maria Hohl, with whom Storrs, it is alleged, had an affair; she later committed suicide. Shortly after her death, Gorse Hall began receiving threatening letters, anonymously written. Of all those in the house, Storrs only confided to James Worrall about the letters.


After Storrs had the alarm bell installed, and while the police were tied up in town, there was a second attack on Gorse Hall. This time, Storrs was stabbed fifteen times. His wife rang the bell – but by the time the police arrived, Storrs lay dying. Margaret did not stay by her husband’s side as he took his last breath.


Even with two trials, no one was ever convicted of the murder as no motive could ever be established. Intriguingly, James Worrall took his own life the day after Storrs’s funeral, but as he had no motive for the killing I do not believe he was the murderer.


The year after Storrs’s death, his wife tore down Gorse Hall.


So, George Harry Storrs was murdered up the hill, then down the hill he went … and down some five or six feet, in St Paul’s churchyard, Stalybridge, where – it seems – a lot of his family and next of kin are too.


Life certainly has a lot of up hills and down hills, does it not? Sweet dreams.












Grace Sidney Duff (1886–1973)



‘Hell is empty, and all the devils are here!’


William Shakespeare, The Tempest


There is something about the British … the English … committing types of murder that have a ring of ‘class’ about them. I am not referring to more contemporary cases; more to my point the historic homicidal narratives the Americans, or any other country, have failed to enjoy throughout the decades! So, before we get into the weeds, let’s nip across to the star-spangled allegedly ‘Land of the Free’, a place where mass murder by shooting and bombings has practically become a Republican/MAGA redneck-sponsored weekly event. I kid you not! Indeed, if you feel the need, get hold of my book Talking with Psychopaths and Savages: Mass Murderers and Spree Killers (2021). It will blow your mind (pun intended), although I am sure that the editor for this book will run to some lawyers, saying: ‘Mr Berry-Dee is slandering the USA. Next he’ll be calling Donald Trump a “sociopath”. Confiscate his pens and paper, a.s.a.p.’


But of course, ‘classless’ were the likes of serial killers Theodore ‘Ted’ Bundy (1946–89), John Wayne Gacy (1942–94), Aileen ‘Lee’ Wuornos (1956–2002), Arthur ‘Art’ Shawcross (1945–2008) and Henry Lee Lucas (1936–2001). Names we are all too familiar with because of the monstrous nature of their crimes.


Among these we can count Jeffrey Dahmer (1960–94), who started killing aged eighteen in 1978, and wasn’t arrested for murder until 1991, only getting caught when he made a bungling mistake. An intended victim escaped his clutches to lead police back to Dahmer’s apartment-cum-torture chamber, where the cops found chopped-up body parts in his freezer and fridge. I would not have minded so much had he not taken photos of his ‘last supper’, then destroyed them. But, you see, he didn’t. So can the reader see where Jeff screwed up there? He had become addicted to sexual serial homicide. He had escaped the clutches of the law for years thinking he could get away with this cannibalism malarky scot-free, so he became over-confident. C’mon, Jeffrey, what were you thinking of, keeping dissembled human remains around your place that stank to high heaven? All of which led to a trial and Dahmer being locked up, only to be murdered by another prison inmate in 1994.


Perhaps even more stupid in the ‘Don’t go to jail’ pack of serial-killer cards was Mr John Wayne Gacy. He killed at least thirty-four young lads – probably a lot more – and this not allegedly unintelligent, murderous clown did precisely what one should not do if one is attempting to escape justice: he buried most of the bodies in the four-foot crawlspace right underneath his smart home, (8123 West Summerdale Avenue, Norwood Park Township, just outside Chicago).


Gacy, a construction worker whom his neighbours thought of as outgoing, was involved in politics. A leading light in the JayCees (United States Junior Chamber of Commerce), he organised parades around the city and even met peanut farmer President Jimmy Carter’s wife. Nonetheless, he was convicted of thirty-three counts of murder, with additional counts of rape and torture. He was executed by lethal injection in 1994.


I wonder what he was thinking about when they stuck the needle into his arm … Well, by now we know, don’t we: ‘I would have liked a burger with French fries on the side, some waffles with fresh cream and cranberry topping as dessert’, or something like that.


As an aside, I did some work with the lead investigator on the case, Detective Lieutenant Joseph ‘Joe’ Kozenczak, the former chief of police of Des Plaines, where he worked for twenty-seven years. Joe passed away on 13 May 2015. It was Joe who gifted me a beautiful Des Plaines PD presentation mug embossed with gold and silver, while telling me: ‘Christopher, Gacy really was a killer clown in every sense … f***ing clown enough to keep so many bodies under his living room floor, too.’


And, while we are in Chicago, we have one of America’s very first serial killers: Herman Webster Mudgett, aka Dr Henry Howard Holmes, aka H.H. Holmes (1861–96). This pharmacist turned a three-storey hotel into a torture castle, outfitting it with all manner of nefarious contraptions, including, as Britannica reports: ‘Gas lines, secret passages and trapdoors, hallways to dead ends, chutes to the basement and soundproofed padding’. The gas allowed Holmes to knock out his guests before the worst of what was to happen came next, often on his surgical tables. He burned the corpses in the building’s furnace, selling skeletons to medical schools and running life insurance scams. It is reckoned that he admitted to more than thirty kills, only to come unstuck when a fellow associate scammer turned him in for falling short on a financial agreement.


Aged thirty-five, Holmes was hanged on 7 May 1896 at Moyamensing Prison, Pennsylvania. All of which goes to prove that one can really come to a sticky end if one doesn’t pay a small outstanding debt. He was buried on 8 May 1896 and if you are in that neck of the woods, the site is in the Holy Cross Cemetery in Yeadon, Delaware County; better still, you can visit his former murder castle, at 601–603 West 63rd Street, in Chicago’s Englewood neighbourhood. Well, you will have to drive under or over it because it’s now an underpass and overpass these days – not much to see there, methinks.


For the morbidly inclined, there is a riveting 22 May 2018 article by Penn Today online: ‘Did serial killer H.H. Holmes fake his own death?’ It shows the exhumation of the grave and Holmes lying where he should have been or not have been. However, I have read so many conspiracy stories about the nature of Holmes’s past and present status, that I have almost given up the will to live myself.


By now, my reader will have come to the conclusion that all of the above appears to highlight a fundamental problem, because these very dangerous, oft-times allegedly intelligent people, who are happy and so blindly preoccupied with spending ages planning their crimes and selecting their victim types, that they signally fail to give as much careful thought to the getting away with it, as prison populations across the world will testify.


Let’s take Britain’s most notorious serial killer Dr Harold Frederick Shipman (1946–2004) who, it is believed, murdered, give or take, some 250 of his patients. He got away with knocking off people for years until he made a fatal mistake. In being greedy, he attempted to forge a patient’s will in his favour and found himself behind bars at HMP Wakefield, where he committed suicide by hanging himself. Job done!


And then there is Scottish born and raised Dennis Nilsen (1945–2018), aka the ‘Muswell Hill Murderer’; a former special constable, a necrophile, born in Aberdeen, which the Scots pride themselves as being the home of UK fishing. I visited Nilsen’s former council house home, where I was told to ‘f— off’, so I booked into an Aberdeen hotel and went out for some of the worst fish and chips that one could imagine. The cocky vendor, upon hearing my English accent, asked: ‘Would sir prefer I wrap this up in a copy of The Sunday Times?’ What an asshole! Actually, I was almost compelled to respond – in a fake mega-upper-cut-glass accent – ‘Cheerio, tilly pip, old fat fruit. Just wrap it in a copy of the Aberdeen Press and Journal. Oh, and I hear your wife is entertaining the Aberdeen FC team tonight!’ But of course, I didn’t. Instead, I wrung the grease out of the piece of flaccid cod then binned the lot, to walk sullenly back to the hotel, which was very similar to a Russian-built place called The Sank-Peterburg at 4, Taras Shevchenko Boulevard in Kyiv, where I stayed well before the Orange Revolution. Yes, this was, and apparently is, an ‘older, grand old classic hotel’, that – wait for it – offers amenities such as a bar, free internet and room service. Way to go, bros! Being tightwads, my Ukraine partner and I kipped here for a week, but the budget price didn’t include washbasin or bath plugs.


Well, you have caught the drift by now, and you will already know that Nilsen, with whom I corresponded for a shorter time than it took for my soggy chips to go cold, strangled to death at least twelve young men and lads between 1978 and 1983. He was merrily getting away with it all until he disposed of some of the body parts down his toilet, the result being that his neighbours at Cranley Gardens called in Dyno-Rod to clean out the blocked drain. So, guess what happened next? Ugh! Not all of the bodies went into the sewer. Some parts he burned on a bonfire, some bits he hid under floorboards, or in bin liners in a wardrobe that he sprayed with deodorant. So, just like Mr Gacy and Mr Dahmer, Mr Nilsen did not read up on the art and craft of sexual homicidal history – specifically the allegorical chapter entitled: ‘How to get caught or not!’


Yes, that lengthy digression was uncalled for. However, before we move on to the Duff case, and while I am on – I mean under the floorboards, so to speak – think of former reserve constable John Reginald Halliday Christie (1899–1953), who stuffed his dead wife, Ethel, under the living-room floorboards at 10 Rillington Place, Notting Hill, London. Other bodies he walled up in his shabby kitchen, and in a shallow grave under his backyard bean patch. He was hanged, aged fifty-four, at HMP Pentonville in London.


There were at least eight victims in his tally, two of whom (it has been claimed) were pretty Beryl Evans and her baby daughter, Geraldine. True-crime historian Lindsay Siviter begs to differ, however. Lindsay, and a noted crime writer, have it that the once supposed innocent – but who was hanged anyway – husband/father, dimwitted, weak-willed Timothy Evans killed his wife and baby. This is a reasonable enough theory that, I think, is based on the fact that it was allegedly Evans’s own necktie with which mother and daughter were strangled. Reportedly, he then placed the bodies in the outdoor wash house for anyone to find after he scarpered to Wales, where he literally handed himself in. And, don’t get me wrong here … when the last person anyone would want to see under such circumstances is a policeman in a tall hat opening your parents’ garden gate.


We can come back to more of these short accounts later. But now we travel to the large town of Croydon in south London, to revisit a more complicated multiple murder case – indeed, one would be hard pressed to find a more complex example. So let the rubber hit the road and let’s meet the Duffs.


As an advisory note


I am perhaps devoting a lot more of your time to this chapter on Grace Sidney Duff than to others, simply because this plot has more twists than a homicidal Rubik’s cube. We travel back in time to 1928–29, when three members of a suburban family died in agony from ingestion of the ‘Queen’ – though some call it the ‘King’ – of poisons: arsenical oxide. As we go on, you will learn that getting even a few grains of this stuff inside you would make you wish the holy f*** that you’d never been born. However, despite their sterling efforts, police found no positive motive – not that they needed one – and zilch solid evidence of any kind to bring the killer to justice. It was only after the death of the chief suspect more than four decades later that the full story started to unravel. It was, indeed, a case where definitely the multiple murderer got away scot-free. So this chapter asks: ‘If there was a motive, what was it – greed, jealousy or hatred? Was Grace Duff guilty or innocent? I will let my reader decide.


The Duffs and the Sidneys …


… were solid, middle-class families whose values and modest fortunes formed the very fabric of the upper-middle-class United Kingdom and, for their part, the Sidneys were respectable and moderately distinguished with a background immersed in stolid Victorian virtue.


As yet another trivially inspired aside, my grandmother came from the Royal Doulton china upper class. Lady Dame Beatrice Sawyer was married to Oscar Berry Tompkins, solicitor for William Henry Kennedy in the 1928 case concerning the murder of PC George Gutteridge. Nevertheless, my sister, Lizzie, and I loved wandering around their bungalow at Benfield Way, Portslade. The monkey tree in the front garden fascinated us as little kids. It is still there, you know, while Grandma isn’t because she is dead and, I think, buried. Well, I am led to believe that she is!


Actually, to be brutally frank with you, we never saw much of the old biddy on account of her always being laid up in bed. Beside it was the largest mahogany bedside chest, with very small drawers in which she kept selections of the finest chocolates, though she never even offered us one. She claimed to be a personal friend of Queen Victoria, and wore the sort of flowing, lacy night attire that, like her chocs, must have cost a fortune. Reflecting back on Grandma, I realise that it’s probably from her that I inherited my Scrooge-like genes, so I am obliged to give the tight-fisted old gal a shout-out in this book. Regarding the case mentioned above, I liked Oscar Berry Tompkins. I used to creep into Oscar’s office, where he would quizzically peer over his specs at me, and say something like: ‘Young lad, you know you are not to allowed to come in here while I am working … so off you go … just a minute … have I have told you how I screwed up a capital case? Come and sit down while I close these briefs. This will only take up twenty-four hours of our time.’ And, yes, folks. That’s how my first book, The Long Drop, came about, and that is the God’s honest truth. (I’ll briefly return to this, and the Gutteridge case itself, later in this chapter.)


Now, where was I?


Ah, yes, my brain interrupted me while I was thinking full flow … Thomas Sidney, the paternal grandfather of Tom, Grace and Vera, had made a fortune in the tea trade and was also Lord Mayor of London during the 1850s. His marriage to Violet produced eight children, but for the purposes of this chapter we must focus upon Thomas ‘Tom’ Stafford Sidney, born in 1863 and educated at Harrow and Cambridge, who married Eleanor Ward in 1884. Their eldest child, Grace, was born in Southgate, Middlesex, in 1886. Then there was Vera, born 1888.


Two years after their son Tom came into this world, Violet divorced her husband. So now we might understand that there was money floating about, yet, despite their loss, mother and her children lived reasonably comfortably.


On the death of their father in 1917, Grace, Tom and Vera each received £5,000 – a small fortune at the time. That same year, Violet moved to what was to be her last home: 59 Birdhurst Rise, Croydon. The address still exists. (On that point, I’d like to advise my readers that Google Maps will bring them closer to all the locations that feature in this book.)


Vera, who had no need to work, was content to remain living with her mother. Tom, after serving in the First World War, became a musical entertainer and married an American girl, Margaret, in Louisiana, in 1922. He brought her back to England, settling at 6 South Park Hill Road, just two streets from Birdhurst Rise. For her part, through her father, Grace met a man in India who was destined to become her husband: Edmund Creighton Duff. In 1909, Grace’s father introduced Duff to his eldest daughter. When they married two years later, Grace was twenty-five, with Edmund seventeen years older.


A fishy business, so …


… please excuse me for having wandered slightly off course just there, but the interpersonal relationships and those to come would fill another book! Suffice to say that Edmund ‘Ed’ Duff had fallen ill on a visit to a long-time colonial service colleague, Harold Edwardes, who lived in the Hampshire village of Fordingbridge. According to Grace, he was in the best of health when he set out for his trip on Monday, 23 April 1928, though one of the family’s doctors had thought differently. According to Dr John Binning, Edmund Duff had called at his house that morning for a prescription to relieve diarrhoea and stomach pains. Binning would later testify in court that he had examined his patient but had been unable to find any signs of illness.


Born in Madhya Pradesh, India, Ed was old school in bearing, looks and manner. He had spent most of his life abroad, representing the interest of the Empire in various British colonies, and Kano was one of the places to which he was posted during his eighteen years’ service in Nigeria. It is said that he allegedly liked life abroad, speaking several languages (including African dialects) and would later find it hard to adjust to a prosaic life in the suburbs of London – even more so in a lowly, poorly paid, pen-pushing job as a clerk. But wait for it. In 1900, he volunteered to serve in the Second Boer War (1899–1902). Two years later, he left the army with the rank of major. Had he arrived there much earlier he could have been in the Battle of Rorke’s Drift. You know the 1964 movie Zulu – the British epic historical drama film depicting the 1879 battle between a very small detachment of the British Army and millions of Zulus? Of course you do, or should at least. Give it a watch. It’s a belting classic.


Thomas Sidney Sr was said to have regretted the match between ‘Major Ed’ and Grace. Edmund was only six years younger than Thomas Sr, and there was a feeling in the up-their-own-backsides family that Ed did not measure up, socially speaking. Nonetheless, following his retirement from the Colonial Service in 1919, Major Creighton Duff then worked for the Ministry of Pensions – and a right rum lot they are, even to this very day – for five years before being made redundant. From then on, the Duffs lived under considerable financial strain. Major Duff worked as a clerk for a paper manufacturer on a low income, feeling the job was beneath him. His finances were further undermined by his recklessness with money. Now, back to Fordingbridge and Harold Edwardes.


A little bite


The River Avon runs along the bottom of Edwardes’s Fordingbridge garden. Brown trout in abundance. As you will recall, Edmund arrived here on Monday, 23 April, to spend the whole of the next day fly fishing.


The sun was gloriously hot for the time of the year and Edmund did not wear a hat. That evening he telephoned Grace to say he was thoroughly enjoying himself, making no mention whatsoever of feeling ill. The following morning, however, he announced that he had a touch of fever and would not go fishing after all. Edwardes assumed he meant malaria, which he knew Edmund had contracted in Nigeria.


In my opinion, this has to be something of a drawback for anyone visiting that country because, as you will be assured to know, malaria is caused by the teeniest, weeniest fly-speck nibble of a single-celled parasite called Plasmodium, which, according to various open sources, is transmitted to humans through the nibbling of infected female Anopheles mosquitos, the upshot being when a mozzie nips a person, the parasite enters the bloodstream … I think the medical diagnosis is: ‘You could be f***ed,’ followed in very short order by a Nigerian doctor, saying: ‘Here’s my exorbitant bill.’


On Thursday, 26 April, the day of his return to Croydon, Edmund appeared to have recovered. After lunch, Edwardes drove him to the local railway station. When Edmund said his goodbyes, he suggested that he make another trip down to see his old friend before too long. At some stage during the journey home, however, he felt ill again.


The walk from Croydon railway station was a short one and he was grateful that his son, John, was on hand to assist him with his luggage. Edmund, who had just turned fifty-nine, was exceptionally fit for his age but tended to dramatise minor ailments, so Grace was not particularly worried when he arrived back at the house trembling and complaining of nausea. He agreed to call local practitioner Dr Elwell, however. While they waited for the doctor to arrive, Edmund partook of a light dinner brought into the drawing room on a tray by the maid, Amy Clarke. He left most of the chicken and potatoes, but drank some beer.


The doctor could find little wrong with the man, but his temperature was up a tad so Elwell gave him some aspirin and quinine tablets and told him to sleep it off. By now, however, Edmund was feeling more and more peculiar. As he and Grace climbed the stairs to bed he had another attack of nausea and had to rush to the bathroom. Afterwards he said that he felt better, so he and Grace settled down to sleep in their separate, adjacent bedrooms. During the night, he made several trips to the bathroom, and she heard him pacing restlessly to and fro.


Grace rose early the next morning and went downstairs to make a pot of tea. She sent up her daughter, Mary, with a cup for Edmund and was alerted a minute or two later by the sound of retching from his bedroom. He told his wife that he’d had a terrible night, and now complained particularly of an insufferably sore throat. Grace gave him some cough mixture, which he brought up immediately. She called the doctor again.


Throughout that morning, as they waited for Dr Elwell to arrive, Edmund suffered several bouts of vomiting and diarrhoea. He grew more acutely distressed, so Grace made a second call to the surgery, and at noon Dr Elwell’s partner, Dr Binning, arrived. However, Binning, like Elwell, could find little wrong with the man. Privately suspecting that Edmund was exaggerating his symptoms, Dr Binning diagnosed a stomach upset and left after a few minutes.


Fancy a cuppa?


As I hinted at earlier, Edmund was now about to enter a tunnel of pain and terror from which no one could extricate him. Anyone who knows, or should know, about the symptoms of malaria, including doctors, should have suspected something else as the cause of his ailments. The vomiting and diarrhoea continued, leaving Edmund on the point of physical collapse. His temperature began to fluctuate alarmingly. He suffered intensively painful stomach cramps. Dr Elwell noted his patient’s deterioration when he paid a fleeting visit in the afternoon, but hadn’t a clue as to the cause, so could do nothing more for him.


Dr Binning made his second visit a couple of hours later, took one look at Edmund and realised that he was ‘acutely, perhaps mortally ill’. His pulse was racing, his temperature low. He was doubled up in agony. And, while Binning was in the house, Edmund defecated uncontrollably on the bedroom carpet. Now, for the first time, Binning considered the outlandish possibility of ‘… some form of poisoning’.


With both doctors in attendance, Edmund Duff died between 11pm and midnight on Friday, 27 April. Somewhat belatedly, they tried their best to relieve the discomfort of his final minutes by administering pain-killing drugs. Grace had just brought in some tea. Elwell remembered her saying, ‘Anyone fancy a cuppa? Oh, he’s not going to die is he?’ It would later transpire that Grace’s statement would almost hang her. Nevertheless, she appeared so distressed that Elwell and Binning continued to give artificial respiration to Edmund for some twenty minutes after they knew death had supervened and all the while knowing that their patient was now brain dead. Finally, Dr Binning confronted Grace with the truth. She knelt down and kissed the body of her getting as stiff as a board husband. According to her brother, Tom Sidney, when Edmund’s body was removed from the house, ‘Grace lay on the sofa shrieking hysterically and theatrically kicking her legs about.’


The morning after Edmund’s death, Dr Elwell asked Grace to call Harold Edwardes, the friend with whom Edmund had stayed at Fordingbridge. Edwardes told her that no one else staying in his house had been taken ill, which seemed to rule out food poisoning and, in doing my usual very thorough research, I learned that no late-night takeaway doner kebab places existed in that area back then … the first being introduced to the UK in 1966, in London’s Newington Green. The cause of death was a mystery to doctors Binning and Elwell, meaning that they were unable to issue a death certificate. As a result, the Croydon borough coroner, Dr Henry Beecher Jackson, ordered an inquest, instructing the renowned pathologist Dr Robert Matthew Brontë to carry out a post-mortem examination. This was performed on Sunday, 29 April in the mortuary at the Mayday Hospital in Croydon. Brontë removed Edmund’s vital organs, as well as samples of tissue to send them for analysis to Dr Hugh Candy at London Hospital Medical College.


The inquest into the death …


… of Major Edmund Duff opened on Wednesday, 2 May 1928. Grace took the witness stand to confirm some basic details about her late husband, and recounted the events leading to his death. She was tearful and hesitant, although the coroner treated this extremely attractive woman gently and sympathetically. Later that day, Samuel Clarke, an official from the coroner’s office, visited Grace to ask if she kept any poisons in the house. She showed him a tin of weedkiller in the cellar, from which Clarke took a sample.


Now, I am 100 per cent sure my reader is following me here, because there had been a rash of speculation as to the possible cause of Edmund’s death. One theory suggested that he’d died from the delayed effects of some obscure disease picked up in the tropics – maybe malaria; another that he had been poisoned by contaminated fish during his trip to Hampshire. That was a non-starter from the get-go. However, after the inquest resumed on 1 June, the pathologist – the renowned Dr Robert Matthew Brontë L.R.C.P and L.R.S.I – told the court that Duff’s body was ‘free of poison’, going on to offer a sober, scientific explanation of his agonising death. Brontë believed that the vomiting and diarrhoea had been caused by a heart attack, conceivably the result of sunstroke sustained while fishing in Hampshire. He attributed death to myocarditis, a weakening of the heart muscle, and, he was adamant: ‘One can quite definitely exclude the possibility of poisoning,’ he stated with the authority of someone whom one might expect to know what he is talking about. After such an unequivocal opinion – which soon proved to be as wrong as it is possible to be – from one of the country’s leading pathologists, the jury’s verdict was inevitable: ‘Death from natural causes.’


Dr Robert Matthew Brontë …


… prematurely passed away at his home in Harrow, Middlesex, in 1932, aged fifty-four. Cause of death: a heart condition. He belonged to the same family as Charlotte Brontë, the English novelist and poet, so he is worth a brief mention here, although momentarily we will learn that he screwed up, big time!


Born in Armagh, he served his apprenticeship with Dr Ternan at Enniskillen, qualifying as L.R.C.P. and L.R.C.S. He was one-time assistant to the professor of pathology in Dublin, as well as a lecturer in public health chemistry, demonstrator in anatomy and surgery at the Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland. After acting for a short period as crown analyst, he came to England and was appointed pathologist at the Harrow Hospital and to the Samaritan Hospital for Women.


Always interested in pathology, Dr Brontë soon obtained introductions to some of the London coroners and subsequently spending a great deal of his time doing post-mortem work for them. Although never actually appointed or engaged by the Home Office as a pathologist, he frequently appeared as an expert witness in a number of murder cases. One of the most notable of these was the trial of Norman Thorne, a poultry farmer executed for the murder of his fiancée on 5 December 1925, at his chicken farm in Crowborough, Sussex. Thorne later dismembered her and buried her body – but not deeply enough, as it turned out.


Incidentally, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, creator of the fictional detective Sherlock Holmes, lived in Crowborough, and he and Robert Matthew Brontë were friends. Doyle was also associated with the Sidney Harry Fox case, and with the investigation of some arsenic poisoning mysteries in 1929, including that of Grace Duff. He belonged to several crime investigation clubs, allegedly including one known as The Forty Thieves, although myself and crime historian Lindsay Siviter have researched the matter and can find no evidence for it.


So, one can see how intriguing true-crime history is when we start linking various names. We have the Brontë sisters and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle; what more can you wish for? If any of my readers has ‘Presley’ as a surname, do some research. Maybe it’s in your genes (or ‘jeans’) to sing and play a guitar, or wear star-spangled pants. Who knows.


‘Enough already, Christopher,’ I hear you mutter. ‘Let’s return to Grace Duff, pretty please!’


The now very dead and thoroughly dissected Major Edmund Creighton Duff was buried in Queen’s Road Cemetery, Croydon, where he would soon be joined by his sister-in-law and mother-in-law. During the writing of this book, I paid them both a visit. I can assure you that they are still in situ. For Grace, a widow at forty-one, the house in South Park Hill Road now held unbearable memories. Therefore, in August 1928, she moved with her children to 59 Birdhurst Rise, to be nearer to her mother and sister.


‘How strange are the coincidences which have harmed my family. It has been said that we must have an enemy who has done all this.’


Grace Duff


Novelist George Orwell (1903–50) felt that ‘The Golden Age of Murder’ had passed, and argued that modern murderers were savage and random. ‘Our great period in murder, our Elizabethan period, so to speak, seems to have been between roughly 1850 and 1925,’ he wrote in his famous essay ‘Decline of the English Murder’ (1946). Well, I think that I agree with George, because contemporary homicides seem to be prosaic events, lacking all the sensational ingredients that Orwell considered integral to the classic English murder with the threat of the black cap and the long drop on the gallows looming. So, without further ado, let’s revisit his ‘golden’ period with the case of Vera Sidney.


Vera


Unlike Edmund Duff, forty-year-old Vera Sidney was one not to make a fuss about feeling a bit below par. She was a no-nonsense sort of woman, playing golf, taking regular walks – which one does when playing golf around courses and eighteen small holes in the ground – driving a small car, and providing cheering companionship for her mother, Violet, with whom she lived at 59 Birdhurst Rise.


I hope that my reader is with me here, because the Duff case is not the sort of episode where the murderer is caught because he, or she, is plumb dumb stupid. Nope, this murder mystery has ‘middle class’ written through it.


In January 1929, Vera began to feel extremely run down and no amount of exercise or positive thinking could shake her out of it. These feelings of fatigue and depression persisted through January into February when, on the 10th, she felt so unwell that she stayed in bed all day, something she could not recall ever having done before. The next morning, feeling a little better, she went for a walk across the golf links and played bridge with some friends. But by the evening, she felt as bad as ever. At 7pm, she had dinner with her mother, eating some fish and potatoes, prepared and served by their housekeeper, Kate Noakes, who deserves a mention here, too.


Kathleen, aka ‘Kate’ …


… had worked in domestic service all her life. She was forty years old, had a somewhat sour-faced appearance with tight pursed lips (as doctors’ receptionists seem to develop), and kept her hair short, having been cook to the Sidney household for six months. In the kitchen, Kate ladled out a bowl of soup for herself and gave what was left to Bingo the cat.


By Wednesday, 13 February, Vera had made a partial recovery. After a light breakfast, she decided to visit the garage where her car was being repaired. By the time she returned to 59 Birdhurst Rise at around noon, however, she felt extremely cold and ill.


It now might seem obvious to the reader that if Vera had been ingesting a toxic substance she was not consciously consuming the stuff herself! Her sister, Grace, had telephoned while she was out, and expressed surprise that the invalid should be on her feet so quickly.


At lunchtime that day, Vera’s aunt, Mrs Gwendoline Greenwell from Newcastle upon Tyne, paid an arranged visit. She arrived at about 1pm, having been collected from South Croydon station by Grace. Then Gwendoline, together with Vera and her mother, sat down to a lunch of soup, chicken, vegetables and fruit and custard, again prepared by Kate Noakes.


Vera was not happy to see the soup Kate had made on the table, remarking that she thought it had been the soup that had made her ill two days before. She took several mouthfuls before pushing it aside. Mrs Greenwell did not manage to finish her soup either. Old Mrs Sidney did not have any of it.


‘Oh, how I miss my darling Vera, and how heartbroken I feel without her. All joy is gone out of life for me.’


Violet Sidney


After lunch, Vera and Mrs Greenwell were both struck down by sickness and diarrhoea. With her suspicion now more than a little raised, Vera went into the kitchen to have a look at the bowl in which Kate Noakes had made the soup. Kate assured her that it had been spotlessly clean; however, Vera was convinced that the source of the sickness was the soup. She, Kate, Mrs Greenwell and Bingo – a very ancient exclamation of surprise and originally ‘Beano’ – the cat had all been sick, and they were the only ones to have eaten the soup.
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