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      Molly Lefebure was secretary to acclaimed forensic pathologist Dr Keith Simpson during the Second World War. Her memoir of her time at the Department of Forensic Medicine was originally published in 1954. She went on to write children’s books, a biography of Coleridge and several novels. Now in her nineties, she lives in Cumbria and is a fellow of the Royal Society of Literature.
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by KEITH SIMPSON
            

          

        

      

      Few young journalists can have had the remarkable experience that befell Molly Lefebure on her translation from ‘crime and news’ reporter on a London newspaper to a job then quite unique – private secretary to a pathologist engaged in scientific crime detection in and around the Metropolis. These were the days when Spilsbury was fading and the ‘Yard’ team for crime investigation was plainly due for a reshuffle: a war of chaos was on overhead and the perpetual war against the underworld of crime had nevertheless to be maintained below.

      Miss Lefebure, with her delightful flow of interest in people and things, in humour and pathos, in crime and its personalities, discourses here, with both purpose and an engaging restraint, on the colourful days that flowed by so ceaselessly; on people and on strange happenings – stranger indeed than fiction. She did a remarkable job remarkably well, and the following pages bear no small testimony to her intense interest in her singular occupation.

       

      Guy’s Hospital,

      London.

    

  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER ONE

          
            
              
              A GOOD JOB FOR CORPSES
            

          

        

      

      The murdered baby had been discovered in a small suitcase. Dr Keith Simpson, Home Office pathologist doing the post-mortem on the child, wanted it photographed in the suitcase exactly as it had been found. So he asked the Southwark mortuary keeper, West, and his secretary, myself, to take the case, complete with baby, round to Guy’s Hospital to be photographed.

      The case with its pathetic contents was quite heavy, so West carried it while I tripped along beside him. The journey from Southwark mortuary to Guy’s was a short one across a desolate bomb-site. As we were walking across here West suddenly began to grin and chortle, as if at a marvellous joke. I asked him what it was and he replied he’d like to see a copper stop us and ask to see what we had in the case.

      The notion appalled me. We should certainly look a very desperate couple; a suitcase with a murdered baby in it! Luckily, however, nobody stopped us. (It would have been interesting, of course, to have seen the expression on the face of an eager war-reserve constable, say, had he asked to inspect our bag. P.C. 49 would have been dull entertainment in comparison.)

      West and I often joke about this adventure now when we talk over old times; those years when I worked with Keith Simpson in London’s public mortuaries on a non-stop round of post-mortems, investigating murders, suicides, manslaughters, infanticides, accidents, criminal abortions, and those multitudinous cases that West calls ‘straight ’uns’.

      Besides the non-stop post-mortems were the coroners’ courts, the police courts, magistrates’ courts, assize courts, the Old Bailey. Frequent visits to Scotland Yard. The work in prisons, hospitals, asylums. The never-ending exploration of London; the alleys and filthy courtyards and tenements of Limehouse, Rotherhithe, Poplar, Shoreditch, Bethnal Green, Whitechapel, Stratford-by-Bow, the amazing no man’s land of the suburbs, the ever fascinating backwaters of Kensington, Fulham, Walham Green, Streatham, Battersea, Wandsworth, East Ham, Walthamstow. The West End, a complete and intriguing contrast, plushy, well-washed, but with its sordid secrets in Chelsea, Westminster, Marylebone.

      The journeys into the country on murder cases with the bodies in ditches, the bodies in spinneys and copses, the bodies among the cabbages and in squalid cottages, the bodies in pubs and on country cricket pitches, the bodies in select little villas and in old tin barns.

      Those endless bodies, anything from ten to twenty-eight in a day, five and sometimes six days a week. All the public mortuaries from Portsmouth to Paddington. Five years of mortuaries, prying into the secrets of thousands, literally thousands, of bodies, each with a tale to tell.

      There are people who say corpses don’t talk, but indeed they do. They talk of easy lives in pleasant homes, of hard dirty lives in rooms where lice crawl up and down the walls and the ceiling drips, like a decaying skin, in clammy stinking drops to the floor. They talk of hopes that were not fulfilled, joys that ended in sorrow, of tragedy, broken hearts, stupidity, cruelty, depravity, perversion, crime of every kind, and of goodness, devotion, motherhood, sacrifice, every kind of love, everything you have ever thought or heard of and a great many things you would never have imagined in your wildest moments.

      There they all are on the p.m. table: the coster’s wife who killed herself because her husband sold his pony, the one creature in the world she had ever really loved and been loved by. There is the baby whose mother left it to starve while she had a good time hitting the hay with American soldiers. The little girl whose new party dress caught fire. The old gentleman who lived in Leytonstone sixty years and never departed once from his wife, his job as a railway clerk, his bowls club and the interminable straight and narrow. The soldier who came home on leave to find his wife in bed with another man and gassed himself. The sailor who came home from sea to find his wife in bed with another man and shot her. The old lady who put her head in the gas-oven because she was certain the wireless had given her cancer. The airman who baled out and his parachute didn’t open. The bright young thing who didn’t want a baby. The tart who picked up a killer for a client. The pansy who couldn’t face life any more. The treasurer who embezzled the funds, the typist who discovered she was married to a bigamist. Yes, there they all are.

      And my goodness, how they talk! Everything about them talks. The way they look, the way they died, where they died, why they died. In the mortuary, under the skilled hands of Dr Simpson, they yielded up their secrets, talking of everything from natural death to murder.

      While sitting beside him at her little table, typing away for dear life, was Miss Lefebure, typing the post-mortem reports which the pathologist dictated as he worked. And in the courts there she was too, taking shorthand notes. There she was in the hospitals, the prisons, at the scenes of crimes. Carrying her notebook and the little buff envelopes into which she popped the hairs and the fibres, the buttons and the cigarette-butts, and all the other small but vital things that are found on or near the bodies and on which a five-day trial at the Old Bailey may ultimately hinge.

      ‘A horrible job. I’d never allow a daughter of mine to do it,’ declared one of my father’s friends.

      ‘A fas-cin-ating job, darling. How I’d adore it!’ gasped a girl who worked at the Board of Trade.

      ‘You’ve a nasty, morbid, unfeminine streak in you, I’m afraid,’ wrote a boy friend.

      ‘You’ll never regret going to work in the mortuaries, Miss Molly,’ said a coroner’s officer of my acquaintance. ‘You’ll find there’s never a dull moment with the bodies around. It’s a real good job for corpses, seeing as how you’re interested in corpses.’

      But whoever they were, and however they reacted to the job, they all asked me the same question, ‘How did you get the job?’

       

      I was working as a reporter on a chain of East London suburban weeklies and it was the first year of World War Two. I had earlier taken a secretarial course, to attain good shorthand, and I had studied journalism at London University. Now I was a junior reporter, struggling in the throes of an existence only to be advocated to those training for the Olympic Marathon, or doing penance for some appalling crime. I walked on an average twelve miles a day, at a conservative estimate, worked from eight-thirty in the morning till ten-thirty at night, seven days a week, starting at a pound a week. In my case I was ambitious to be a writer and any person nursing such a lunatic and unwholesome aim in life should be subjected to every chastisement possible, to drive the devil out, as it were.

      So for nearly two years I toiled and sweated round the eastern suburbs, covering everything from Boy Scout meetings to the blitz. The assignments I most enjoyed were the court ones: Coroner’s Court and Stratford Police Court. The fascination of these places was for me never-ending.

      The Coroner’s Court was Walthamstow, where Dr P. B. Skeels, then Coroner for Metropolitan Essex, sat twice weekly. Dr Skeels – who unhappily died recently – was the first coroner I ever met; I came to know him well, and became very fond of him.

      Scarlet like a turkey-cock when angry, genial as the sun when in a sociable mood, interested in everything and everybody, energetic, enthusiastic, uncompromising, he was affectionately and loyally regarded by his coroner’s officers, who amongst themselves called him ‘Papa Squeals’. He was undoubtedly Victorian, but in the best sense of the term, and everyone who knew him esteemed him. He was scrupulous to a degree, honest, with much dignity when he appeared in court, beautiful manners and strong moral convictions. He applied his high standards to himself as strictly as he applied them to others. He hated thoughtless, indolent people who brought about the death of others, not through vice or malice, but casual couldn’t-care-lessness. Such people made him so very angry he would sit in his big chair, scarlet in the face, quite unable to speak for a second or two and indeed nearly choking. I recall a mother who had lightheartedly placed her baby in an iron bath of scalding water. With her Dr Skeels was the image of wrath indeed. But with another mother whose baby had accidentally suffocated in its cot he was all sympathy and kindness and went off into a detailed discourse on why a baby’s pillow must be hard, advocating that favourite of his, the hay pillow.

      He detested half-liars. A man was once giving evidence upon his alcoholic father, trying hard to avoid making any mention of whisky. ‘He was addicted to a nightly beverage,’ explained the devoted son. ‘Do you by any chance mean whisky?’ rapped Dr Skeels. ‘His favourite beverage,’ murmured the son. ‘You would describe whisky as a beverage?’ ‘Yes.’ ‘Ah-ah. And your father partook of this… ah… this… er… beverage to an excess?’ The edge to Dr Skeels’ voice was deadly.

      Dr Skeels quite often lingered in court after the morning’s hearing to chat with the reporters – a courteous gesture which we all appreciated, for too many people treat reporters like bits of something the cat has brought in. On one of these occasions he began talking about Dr Keith Simpson, the young Home Office pathologist who often gave medical evidence at the court. Dr Skeels told us that Dr Simpson had a brilliant career ahead of him, that he was already spoken of as Spilsbury’s successor, and was worth watching, ‘For you should, as pressmen, know who are the up and coming men and he is certainly one of them.’

      Now I had already for some time been eyeing Dr Simpson with great interest. He certainly looked remarkable; there was a something of genius about him, a hint of lightning flashes and thunderbolts. I frequently mused upon his unique but intriguing occupation, wondering whether cutting up bodies all day long had any effects upon the cutter-upper, so to speak, and I also wondered what it was like in a mortuary and wished I could go in one and view a post-mortem, for I felt I should like to know what I looked like inside.

      It was at this point that Dr Simpson came up to me, tapped me on the shoulder and asked me for my secretarial services.

      This little scene took place in Walthamstow cemetery – a suitable spot – and quite flabbergasted me, for I had never until then exchanged a word with Dr Simpson, indeed never dreamt he had noted my existence. Yet now he came up to me, said he wanted a word with me, and asked me if I had ever thought of doing secretarial work. I gooped at him.

      He went on to assure me he thought I had the qualifications necessary for a medical secretary. I looked him coldly in the eye and turned the offer politely, but firmly, down. I remembered only too well the horror of secretarial work and secretarial young ladies I had developed at secretarial college. Dr Simpson gave me a phone number to ring in case I changed my mind, but I don’t think he really expected to hear from me again.

      By three that afternoon I had changed my mind.

      I had, for one thing, mentioned the offer of this job to a fellow reporter and she had been astounded I had refused it. ‘You must be crazy. You’re interested in crime, you’re always saying you’d like to be a crime reporter. Dr Simpson is one of the big crime experts. With him you’d learn masses about crime. It sounds a wonderful job to me.’

      ‘But would I ever be any good as a secretary?’

      ‘Oh, you could hold down a secretarial job if you tried.’

      The other thing that tempted me of course was curiosity. To discover what goes on in mortuaries.

      So at twelve p.m. I was offered the job, by three p.m. that same day I had accepted it. Next morning I gave my editor a fortnight’s notice and Dr Simpson lent me a book on forensic medicine, with many illustrations of cut-throats, drowners, hangings, shootings, poisonings and the like. Each night, for the next fortnight, after I had finished writing copy for the newspaper I settled down with forensic medicine before I went to bed.

    

  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER TWO

          
            
              
              MY FIRST DAY IN THE MORTUARIES
            

          

        

      

      It turned out that no secretary, good, bad, or indifferent, had ever set foot in a mortuary before. I took this pioneer step one early spring day in nineteen-forty-one, and the mortuary was Southwark.

      Southwark mortuary stands in St George’s churchyard, on the site of the old Marshalsea prison, at the end of the Borough, London’s most flavoursome thoroughfare. I travelled there by taxi, and the driver was a bit distant when I asked for Southwark mortuary and said he had no idea where it was. He knew St George’s Church, though, so at the church he deposited me. I crossed the churchyard, pulled at the mortuary bell, which clanged and tolled a doleful, old-time ditty, and was quickly ushered through the front door, across the courtyard, through a doorway marked, ‘Private. Doctors only’, into the post-mortem room where Dr Simpson was at work examining two bodies.

      He was garbed in a white p.m. (post-mortem) gown, a rubber apron, rubber gloves and white rubber galoshes and was armed with a very large knife, which he brandished genially at me as he bade me good-morning. He then introduced me to a small, quick, dark man who was swabbing the interior of one of the bodies with a sponge. This was West, the mortuary keeper, a celebrated personality, and destined to become one of my greatest friends. But that first morning, eyeing me rather speculatively across the bodies, West merely gave me a polite bow. He has told me since that he was waiting for me to scream, or faint, or throw a fit, but I didn’t. ‘There were two dirty, stinking bodies on that table and I thought, “Here comes a young woman to work where no woman’s ever worked before, and what’ll she do?” But you came in smiling, and went on smiling.’

      Now the truth was that I had been aching to see inside a mortuary, and watch a post-mortem, for a long time, so that I was only too delighted to have at last achieved my ambition, and was much too pleased and excited to think about fainting.

      Dr Simpson did two p.ms. at Southwark that morning, and on that first occasion I merely watched him. He explained that in the future I would have to sit close by with the typewriter and type a report which he would dictate to me as he dissected.

      The two bodies lay on gleaming white porcelain tables, each body with the head propped on a small wooden block, and Keith Simpson dissected the organs on a small wooden mobile table. West swabbed the bodies, handed instruments, washed and tidied things up as the work progressed. Everything in that white place was very clean. There was a mingled odour of bodies and disinfectant, which at first I found unpleasant, but to which I gradually became acclimatised. The thing about post-mortems which I most disliked in those early days was the sound of a saw raspingly opening a skull.

      Post-mortem work in the hands of an expert is amazingly clean, absolutely fascinating, quite devoid of horror. I was lucky to see only experts at work at the beginning; later I occasionally saw students at Guy’s trying their hands at the job, and over their efforts I draw a veil. Luckily by that time I was quite hardened. But, of course, everybody has to make a first attempt, whether it be at performing a post-mortem or, shall we say, bathing a baby. There always has to be a start.

      On that first day with Dr Simpson I saw post-mortems at Southwark, Hammersmith, Poplar, Leyton and Walthamstow. The cases were all non-inquest, simple cases, ‘B’ cases, the coroners’ officers call them. In all, I saw eight post-mortems that first day. They were far too interesting to make me feel ill. Nevertheless it was a strange day. Besides the p.ms. we attended two inquests at Hammersmith, and at lunch-time we went to Guy’s Hospital, where Dr Simpson had his headquarters.

      The now famous Department of Forensic Medicine at Guy’s had not at that time come into being, but Dr Simpson, who was Assistant Curator to the Gordon Museum at Guy’s, had already an embryo forensic medicine department in the Museum. It was in the Curator’s office that we did all our filing, report writing, correspondence and so forth, amidst a gleaming array of specimen jars in which floated grotesque babies, slashed wrists, ruptured hearts, stomach ulcers, lung cancers, bowel tumours, cerebral aneurisms and the like. Here, too, we generally took afternoon tea, with the one and only Ireland, the Museum assistant.

      Yes, that first day on my new job seemed strange, and I arrived back at my digs that evening feeling pretty tired. But very pleased with myself, because I had been in mortuaries, and watched post-mortems, and, moreover, not felt ill.

      My landlady was waiting for me, all agog. ‘Did you see any of those dreadful post-mortems?’ she asked.

      ‘Yes, eight.’

      ‘Eight? Never!’

      And making noises of disapproval she went to fetch my dinner, the centrepiece of which was a dish of chops.

      When she brought in those chops I realised, with a jerk, that I must either eat them, resolutely, or become a vegetarian for life.

      Somehow or other, I ate them.

      ‘Well, dear,’ said my landlady, popping in presently to see how I was getting on, ‘would you like another chop?’

      I said no, thank you.

      ‘Oh, I hope this awful job isn’t going to affect your appetite.’

      I replied firmly that I had no intention of letting it do anything of the sort, but I felt I had eaten enough chops for the evening. And turned my attention, with relief, to stewed fruit and junket…

    

  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER THREE

          
            
              
              LIFE IN THE MORTUARIES
            

          

        

      

      The world of coroners, courts and mortuaries in those days was very definitely overshadowed by a Great Man; a modest, unassuming Great Man, but Great, for all that. He, of course, was Sir Bernard Spilsbury.

      I was introduced to Sir Bernard at Hackney Coroner’s Court, about a fortnight after I had started work with Keith Simpson. ‘Spilsbury’ had become such a legend it was difficult to believe there really was a man, Spilsbury. I had always visualised him as a slight, somewhat mysterious person, slinking from shadow to shadow, carrying a bag of autopsy instruments. When I met him he was certainly carrying the celebrated bag, but there the likeness between the imagined and the actual Spilsbury abruptly ended.

      Sir Bernard Spilsbury looked, more than anything else in the world, like a prosperous gentleman farmer. Very tall – though stooping slightly in his later years – powerful, with broad shoulders and a very ruddy, open, earnest face, you would have said he was an expert on dairy herds, or sugar-beet crops, or agricultural fertilisers, but you would not have suspected that he was Sir Bernard Spilsbury. He was reserved, modest and courteous in manner, very serious, very intent on his work. Indeed, he appeared to exist for nothing but his work. And above everything was his complete integrity.

      His handwriting was the most astonishing I have ever seen. He wrote his p.m. reports by hand, and the writing was like some hieroglyphic which professors despairingly pore over. I once sat next to him at the Old Bailey; while waiting to give evidence he took two notebooks from his famous bag and proceeded to copy notes from one book into the other. These notes were written in green ink and each completed page was a bewildering sight. He sat there very quietly and absorbedly writing, waiting to give evidence which would probably prove to be the vital evidence of the trial, yet, when I sat down beside him, humble secretary that I was, he had a ‘Good-afternoon’ and a charming smile for me.

      He always gave evidence in a quiet voice, with marvellous clarity, and his evidence carried enormous weight with the juries.

      I never saw him do a p.m. – I wish I had. He did not like to have people in the mortuary while he worked, excepting those persons who absolutely had to be there.

      He was accorded a vast respect. For a mortuary keeper to announce, ‘I’ve got Sir Bernard coming here to do a p.m. this afternoon,’ was the equivalent of saying that King Solomon was due to appear in all his might and glory. Not that Sir Bernard was the least ostentatious. Very far from it. Nevertheless, he carried an aura with him; an aura which had been thrust upon him, one sensed. I think that so far as he was concerned he might have been perfectly content to have spent his life poring over a microscope examining unsensational slides. But Fate had arranged things differently. He became a front-page figure of exceptional proportions.

      Once I went to St Bartholomew’s Hospital, where Dr Simpson was to do a post-mortem. St Bartholomew’s is London’s oldest hospital and the autopsy instruments the attendant proffered Dr Simpson looked as if they might very well have been used by St Bartholomew himself. Dr Simpson politely refused them. ‘I always carry my own instruments,’ he explained. Said the attendant, ‘Sir Bernard Spilsbury always uses these.’ ‘Nevertheless,’ replied Dr Simpson, gently but firmly, ‘I prefer to use my own.’ ‘But,’ said the dazed attendant, ‘Sir Bernard Spilsbury always uses these!’

      There was a gleam in Dr Simpson’s eye as he again expressed polite preference for his own instruments. The attendant was literally dumbfounded. He simply could not believe it. It was as though a trumpeter from another land had visited the royal court of ancient Egypt in its heyday and refused the proffered use of Tut-ankhamen’s trumpet.

      Despite these adulations Sir Bernard was a deeply modest man; a quiet, withheld man, withheld not in pride but in natural reticence.

      It was said, and was probably true, that nobody ever really succeeded in getting to know him. Everyone looked forward to the day when he would publish his memoirs, but he never kept systematic personal notes of his work; he was not, one suspects, very much inclined to reminisce to the world at large, and so the memoirs never appeared. When he died he carried innumerable thrilling stories with him.

      For it is not just the inside knowledge of the facts of the big, front-page murders which make a pathologist’s work so intensely interesting, it is also the astonishing, infinitely varied, little incidents of day-to-day life in the mortuaries. You could spend a hundred years in London’s mortuaries and never be bored.

      One morning, for example, walking into Hammersmith mortuary, I was drawn up short by the sight of an enormous hairy man lying on the p.m. table, the nearest human thing I have ever seen to a gorilla, clasping between huge Neanderthal hands folded on his huge Neanderthal chest a dimity posy of snowdrops. I stood staring, and MacKay, the mortuary keeper, came up to me.

      ‘Former British Fascist, Miss Lefebure. Used to be a P.T. instructor to the Hitler Youth Movement in Germany. Looks the type, doesn’t he?’

      ‘But why is he cuddling that dear little bunch of snowdrops, MacKay?’

      ‘Special request of a relative, Miss Lefebure,’ said MacKay, drily.

      ‘My, my, my,’ I murmured. A lot of my time in those early days was spent in murmuring ‘My, my, my’.

      Laughable things occur frequently in the mortuaries; but the laughter they provoke is of the internal, wry sort; grotesques, like details from a Bosch.

      A day or two after the Fascist and the snowdrops I was at Poplar mortuary. As I walked past the huge refrigerator where the bodies were kept I saw two undertakers, splendid in their black coats and top-hats (they had come direct from a funeral), tussling to remove a very stout matron from one of the metal refrigerator trays.

      ‘Blimey,’ said one of the undertakers, ‘she’s frozen to it, mate. We’ll never get her off.’

      They stood the tray up on end, against the wall, in the hope the plump matron would slide off, but there she remained, stuck to her tray, up against the wall, like some unique mural decoration.

      ‘She’s stuck orright. What’ll we do? Can’t wait for her to thaw.’

      ‘Chip her off,’ responded the other.

      So they borrowed two chisels, and chipped her off. Tinkle-tinkle went the ice while, as they had no notion I was listening, for I had disappeared into the doctor’s office, they made appropriate but unprintable comments about the plump matron…

      Episode three, which showed me how strange some of my duties were to be, concerned a pair of new gloves I bought one day on my way to work, and the slashed wrist and hand of a suicide, a young window-cleaner with a broken heart who had cut his throat and wrists. The wrist wounds were especially fine ones, from the pathologist’s point of view, and Keith Simpson asked the Coroner for permission to remove a hand and wrist to place in the Gordon Museum. So the hand was removed. Then came a problem.

      ‘What can we carry it back to Guy’s in?’

      Dr Simpson’s gaze roamed around the mortuary and fell on my table.

      ‘Miss Lefebure, what about that nice little bag your new gloves are in? Might I borrow that?’

      ‘But of course, please do.’

      So the new gloves went in my pocket, and I tripped out of the mortuary bearing the hand in the pretty little candy-striped paper carrier-bag which a chic shop-assistant had given me barely an hour ago. What would she, poor creature, have said?

    

  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER FOUR

          
            
              
              MY FIRST MURDER
            

          

        

      

      The telephone bell was ringing all the time we worked, with messages from Coroners’ officers. ‘Three cases at Hackney, one a suspected food poisoning.’ ‘Two at Walthamstow, one an old woman fell out of bed, the other an infanticide.’ ‘A suicide at Wandsworth, cut-throat.’ ‘Two straight cases and a drowner at Southwark.’ And so it went on. And then one day in June the Leyton Coroner’s officer (P.C. Goodwin, since retired), was explaining over the phone, rather breathlessly, that he had a murder, a shooting by a soldier, who had already given himself up. ‘It is a murder, but it isn’t a real good murder,’ explained the excellent man. ‘I’m sorry it isn’t a real good ’un. You haven’t had a real good ’un yet, have you, Miss Molly?’ (Because of the difficulty of the name Lefebure, they all called me Miss Molly.)

      Goodwin had a definite notion of what a murder should be. ‘Not much of a murder, sir, just a husband run a sword through his wife,’ he observed on another occasion. But Goodwin had definite notions on a variety of subjects. He was very talkative, even for a police constable. He also had a nice disregard for convention. Once, I remember, at Whipps Cross Hospital, he disappeared from the p.m. room into the adjoining chapel, a small room with a bier and prie-dieu, used as a viewing room. Goodwin was in there for some five or ten minutes, then he bobbed back to us, beaming. ‘Guess what I’ve just been doing, Dr Simpson.’ ‘I’ve no idea, Goodwin.’ ‘Just eaten half a dozen oysters,’ said Goodwin.

      But to return to Leyton, where I saw my first murder victim – the victim of a murder that was just a shooting, as Goodwin said. Indeed, he was right. A young soldier, a deserter, had wandered around for a week, ‘waiting for a chance to kill somebody,’ as he scrawled in his pocket diary, and had finally selected, completely at random, an elderly man who was picking vegetables on his allotment. Having shot the man, the soldier gave himself up.

      Not a big, front-page case at all. I had to wait till the following September before a ‘proper’ murder came our way, a ‘good ’un’. Then it was the Surrey police, phoning us to say they had ‘a sticky job at Weybridge’.

      So to Weybridge we drove, to a nice, pretty little house called ‘The Nook’, the home of an old lady who had retired to Surrey for rest and quiet. Through the flower-filled front garden, dozy in the September sunshine, we walked, into a hall where the furniture lay overturned and fragments of smashed glass were scattered everywhere on the carpets. Up the stairs, past many paintings of tranquil religious subjects, into a bedroom, the most disordered room I have ever seen.

      The bed was piled with tossed clothes, coverlets, a pink wool shawl, jewel cases, scarves, trinkets. The dressing-table was a-scatter with little oddments – all the drawers were pulled open. A piece of material was jammed in the wardrobe door. On the floor was a jumble of an elderly lady’s straw hats, a red brooch, watch-chains, a pink eiderdown quilt on which rested a bottle of brandy and a bottle of lotion, and an upturned oil-stove with a bloodstained petticoat round it. Another bottle of brandy was on the bedside table. Meanwhile, unaware of the disturbance, a little clock stood placidly ticking on the mantelpiece, staring calmly at nothing with its small, round face…

      Lying in the midst of this confusion, between the upturned stove and a small, overturned table, half on the eiderdown and half on the carpet, clad only in a pink cotton nightgown, was an old whiteheaded woman, flat on her back, her arms flung out, her right hand still grasping a tumbler with a drain of brandy in it. She had a black eye and a dark trickle of blood ran from her nose and the corner of her mouth.

      Around her now milled several detectives, powdering the furniture surfaces for fingerprints, while two Scotland Yard photographers, who had somehow managed to squeeze into the room with their apparatus, were taking flashlights. Dr Simpson, Supt T. Roberts of the Surrey County Constabulary, and myself squeezed ourselves in too. We were joined by the Weybridge pathologist, the late Dr Eric Gardner, and he and Dr Simpson began collecting clues.

      Some hair, a cigarette-end, the broken handle of a comb, some bloodstained cotton-wool, were handed to me and I put them in little buff envelopes, to which I fastened descriptive labels. Nothing was touched by hand; forceps were used for picking up these things and placing them in the envelopes. Dr Simpson also took scrapings from under the old lady’s fingernails, for such scrapings may provide such important information as hairs, clothing fibres, often from the murderer. He also took measurements of the room, the body, and the position in which it lay.

      Meanwhile Supt Roberts gave us a résumé of the crime, so far as the facts were known. The old lady was a Miss Salmon, who lived alone at ‘The Nook’. From time to time, however, there came to stay with her an eighteen-year-old seaman, an orphan, whom she had befriended out of the kindness of her heart, and practically adopted. His name was Cusack.

      On the night of the murder Cusack came home with a Canadian private. Both were drunk when they arrived at ‘The Nook’, and both helped themselves from the old lady’s cellar to more drinks. Miss Salmon, probably thinking it best to keep quietly out of their way, went up to bed.

      The postman, calling at the house next morning, could get no reply, so he put a ladder against the back bedroom window, climbed up, and looked in. There was the old lady lying dead on the floor and the room ransacked.

      The horrified postman called the police. When they arrived they found Cusack wandering drunk in the front garden and a Canadian soldier lying dead-drunk on the kitchen floor. Both had their pockets stuffed with valuables belonging to Miss Salmon.

      Miss Salmon’s bedroom door was locked on the inside, and barricaded too from inside by a chair. But whether Miss Salmon was responsible for these defences or not was a problem.

      The post-mortem the two pathologists performed on her, in a pretty little mortuary surrounded by great scarlet dahlias and drowsy September bees, showed that this poor old soul of eighty-two had been punched and battered unmercifully and finally been left lying on the floor to die. Death was due to shock from her injuries.

      Dr Simpson said she would have been too weak to lock and barricade her door herself, after the assault, so the detectives returned to ‘The Nook’ and did some experiments with the bedroom door. They discovered that this door could be locked from outside and the key then be pushed back into the bedroom quite easily, and the door could be barricaded within the room, from without, too.

      Cusack made two statements to the police. In the first he said, ‘I walked into the room and pushed at her with my hand, hitting her in the face with my right hand. She fell down on the floor and stayed there. She fell between the wardrobe and the dressing-table. She did not move after this.’

      But shortly after making this statement he evidently decided that discretion was the better part of valour, and so up came another statement, in which he accused his Canadian friend, McDonald, of the main violence, and even claimed that himself had shown concern for Miss Salmon. This second statement reads:

      ‘She opened the door and McDonald caught hold of her, I believe round the throat. She did not have time to say anything. She struggled with him and tried to scream but she could not make much noise because he kept hold of her. He then laid her on the floor between the wardrobe and the dressing-table, and pulled a silk eiderdown off the bed and laid it over her. She was still struggling and knocking her heels on the floor. He said, “Hold that over her.”

      ‘I held it over her. The old lady then got her head out from under the quilt and said, “What is all this?” I then struggled with her and put the quilt over her head again. I then went down the dressing-table drawers and I got out some jewellery. The old lady then started to struggle again and McDonald said, “I will attend to her. I think I will have to tap her.”

      ‘I said, “If you are going to, do not hit her too hard, because she is old.”

      ‘He then took the quilt off her face and said to her, “Are you going to be quiet?” She started screeching and McDonald lifted her head just off the floor a little and hit her with his right hand in the face. She still carried on screeching and he then hit her hard in the face. She moaned a little and was then quiet. He then left her alone and we both went to the chest-of-drawers and took out some stuff. He said to me, “I think she is kicked out, or dead.”’

      Cusack and McDonald were charged with murder. Cusack didn’t appear for trial, however, for at the time of the crime he had been in an advanced stage of pulmonary tuberculosis and he was dying in Brixton prison when, in January 1942, McDonald appeared at the Old Bailey.

      McDonald was a big, husky dumb-bell, who could have felled his frail alleged old victim with one blow.

      His defence was that it was Cusack who had assaulted poor old Miss Salmon and the jury agreed with him and found McDonald not guilty.

      McDonald was able to return to his native Canada, a free man. But shortly after his return he was killed in a road smash. And Cusack had already died in prison.
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      The September sun which had shone so warmly and brightly the day we had assisted with the ‘sticky job at Weybridge’ waned to the paler light of October, and October, in its turn, faded into the first days of winter. The mortuaries became rather chilly places to work in, and I was always rather pleased when the lunch-hour came and I found myself at Guy’s, in a warm dining-room, eating lunch with friends from the hospital administrative staff. For by this time I had many friends at Guy’s.

      Of course, we weren’t able to get back to Guy’s every day. Lunch was eaten everywhere and covered every variety of meal, from sausage rolls gobbled as we bowled along the Mile End Road in the car to repasts at The Ivy or La Coquille. Sometimes we even ate sandwich lunches in the mortuaries, and there was the famous day when Dr Simpson, who was always telling West that the floor of Southwark mortuary was clean enough to eat off, dropped a Spam sandwich on to the said floor, which, although certainly very clean, was nevertheless a mortuary floor. There was a heavy silence, during which West eyed Dr Simpson expectantly. Then Dr Simpson, with a half-grin, half-grimace, said, ‘Well, West, here goes, I said it.’ He stooped, picked up the sandwich and ate it. ‘Well done, sir!’ exclaimed West.

      But usually, two or three times a week, we lunched at Guy’s and, just to ensure that devotion to the job remained at top level, once or twice a week there would be a p.m. to do, immediately lunch was over, in the hospital p.m. room. To these post-mortems, of course, the students came.

      Their attendance varied. For some less spectacular autopsies our audience was meagre. But if the case was of any especial clinical interest the crowd was usually large, and if we had a criminal case it became necessary for C. K. S. and myself literally to fight our way into the p.m. room.

      One Thursday at the end of October, C. K. S. informed me I would have to take a very quick lunch indeed, as there was a murder job in the Guy’s p.m. room. So I swallowed a hasty plate of sausage toad-in-the-hole, skipped the chocolate mould which followed, got together my typewriter and brief-case – and a large supply of those little buff envelopes to pop hairs and fibres and fingernail scrapings into – and scurried away to the p.m. room.

      As I approached, a strange sort of roaring noise was heard, and when I opened the door I found myself on the very edge of an enormous crowd of young men, all craning their necks and talking excitedly at the tops of their voices. I tried saying, ‘Excuse me, please,’ but nobody took the slightest notice, so then I punched one or two of them in the back, but they still ignored me, so finally I tried hitting them behind the knees with my typewriter and, in this unladylike fashion, fought my way through to the p.m. table which was the centre of all the excitement.

      On the table lay a girl, gory with stab wounds. Beside the table stood Gibb (the now late-lamented and always much-loved Gibb), the p.m. room assistant, who usually ruled the students with a rod of iron but who was on this occasion permitting the uproar to pass uncommented, wisely realising, no doubt, that youth must occasionally have its fling. However, he exerted his influence sufficiently to clear a small space for me, my typing-table, my chair and my typewriter. Immediately, two students climbed on my table, to gain a better view of the p.m., and another swarmed up the back of my chair, perching like an acrobat. ‘Gentlemen,’ said Gibb, ‘you will have to get down from there.’ They got down.

      At this point Dr Simpson arrived with Divisional Detective Inspector Hatton, Detective Inspector Keeling, and the Coroner’s officer. Their entry was greeted by a deafening stamping of the feet, a form of emotional display common to students and convicts. On this occasion it implied a big bravo, as it were. Dr Simpson pointed out that the post-mortem was a very important and serious one, that it was only by the courtesy of the C.I.D. that the students were able to see it (another thunderous stamp for D.D.I. Hatton), and requested strict silence. Immediately all present became very grim, folded their arms on their chests and assumed expressions suitable to incipient Spilsburys – or, shall we say, Simpsons.

      Certainly there was little to laugh at in the case which now unfolded itself to the company. The girl on the post-mortem table was a pretty blonde of twenty-four, who came from the Old Kent Road, and who had been stabbed to death the previous night by her fiancé.

      Her breasts, left side and back were crimson with thirty-four stab wounds. Her hands had been slashed in her desperate attempts to protect herself from the young man’s knife.

      Brown, the fiancé, a twenty-year-old boy, so D.D.I. Hatton told us, had known the girl, Rosina, for about four years and they had become engaged the previous April. Rosina’s father was against an early marriage for the young couple. Presently he began to suspect intimacy between them and on the Sunday before the murder he accused them of this. Both denied any such thing. Rosina’s mother said they were ‘not playing the game’. Her father told them ‘to keep the courtship clean’.

      Brown replied he loved Rosina and if he could not have her nobody else should. He was convinced by this time that Rosina’s parents were trying to break up the engagement. He lay awake all Sunday night, worrying. Finally he decided to kill Rosina, rather than lose her.

      The girl had arranged to go to a dance with Brown’s sister on Wednesday evening, returning afterwards to his home. At noon on Wednesday Brown phoned Rosina and told her he wished to speak specially to her that evening. So, after Rosina and Brown’s sister had returned from the dance and had had family supper, Brown took the girl to an upstairs room, where they would not be disturbed.

      A little later his stepfather, mother and sister heard screams coming from upstairs. The stepfather and daughter ran upstairs. They opened the bedroom door. There was no light in the room, so the old man lit a candle and went in. Rosina was lying on the bed with blood flowing from her. Brown was weeping and exclaiming he wanted his Rosina. In the general confusion which followed he left the house and at 10.45 p.m. went up to a constable in the street and said, ‘Call an ambulance. I’ve stabbed my young lady.’ The constable went with Brown to his home. When the constable tried to examine the body Brown pushed him aside, sat on the bed, embraced the dead girl and cried, ‘Rosy, speak to me.’

      The constable examined the room and found a bloodstained dagger behind the door and a black-handled kitchen knife on the carpet. Brown said, ‘I have stabbed the girl and I hope she is dead and that I die too.’

      At the police station he began to talk. He said, ‘You don’t know how I loved that girl. Her father has tried to part us. I intended to do this tonight. If I can’t have Rosina, then nobody else will.’

      He made a statement in which he said, ‘I first met Rosy four years ago. We first had connection about five months ago and her father had suspicions about it. He found a letter from Rosina to me which confirmed his suspicions. He therefore accused us and told a cock-and-bull story that somebody had told him about us. Rosy’s parents had always tried to guide our lives. I was determined they were not going to part us. I made up my mind before leaving Rosy’s home that I would kill her.’

      Describing how he murdered her he said, ‘We sat on the bed and I told her how much I loved her. Then I told her I had made up my mind to kill her. I think she thought I was kidding. Then I picked up the knife. She screamed and I let fly.’

      This was the tale which D.D.I. Hatton now told the hushed throng in the p.m. room. Dr Simpson examined the girl’s wounds; she had been stabbed thirty-four times, with great violence. A frenzied onslaught.

      We saw Brown, the accused fiancé, next day at the inquest. He was in the custody of two prison warders. He shambled into the court; a wreckage of a youth, ashen grey in the face, his lower lip hanging, his nose red with weeping, his bespectacled eyes pink-rimmed and dull. During the inquest he huddled on the edge of a bench, his hands clasped between his knees, leaning dazedly forwards. His elder brother, a soldier on leave, was present in the public seats. Brown, as he left the court between the warders, made a brave attempt to smile and salute him.

      Later the brother, with a pal, was allowed five minutes’ conversation with the prisoner in the little ante-room next to the mortuary. Dr Simpson and I were waiting in the yard outside and we could hear the young men’s voices and then, after a mere few seconds, Brown’s brother came out, weeping. He stood outside in the yard, blowing his nose into his handkerchief. A cigarette-end was flung through the door of the ante-room where Brown and the other young man were making disjointed conversation. Then Brown was led away by the warders. He was grey and helpless, like a piece of flapping old paper.

      Soon after we saw him again, in the police court. He looked just the same; ashen and dazed and shambling. His stepfather appeared, as a witness. He was a small man, in a too-big overcoat, and he nervously handled an old cloth cap. He wore the same dazed expression as the accused.

      The case came up for trial at the Old Bailey in November, before Mr Justice Hilbery. Brown had been considerably tidied up for this important appearance. Dressed in new clothes and with a haircut, he no longer looked so much like a derelict fragment of newspaper. He was still very pale, but quite composed, and bore himself with a quiet courage. He looked, in fact, as if he had come to grips with the situation, and so indeed he had. Apparently he had with difficulty been persuaded to plead Not Guilty. For he wanted to die. He knew quite clearly that he wanted to die. He had said so from the start, but now he really meant it. But other people concerned wished him to try to live and so, in a very quiet voice, he pleaded ‘Not Guilty’.

      Rosina’s father told the court how he had found, and read, the fatal letter. He gave his evidence with understandable bitterness against Brown. But even Court Number One at the Old Bailey can react in an irrational fashion and this display of outraged fatherly virtue, sincere and perfectly appropriate as it was, annoyed the court, whose sympathies clearly lay with the lovers.

      Describing how he had found the letter, Rosina’s father said he had come home from work late and going into the kitchen had accidentally knocked Brown’s jacket from the back of a chair. Three letters had fallen from the pocket. Two were in pencil, one in ink. He had read the letter in ink. Having read the letter he accused Brown of wrongful conduct with his daughter and told him to keep the courtship clean. Brown replied he loved Rosina and would not let anybody else have her…

      When the angry father had left the witness-box, defending counsel set to work on the only possible line of defence: that Brown was insane. It was a pity he could not simply have appealed to the humanity of the court – nobody there wanted the boy to hang, excepting the boy himself. Everyone was intensely sorry for him. But our law says all murderers must hang, unless they be proved to have been insane at the time of the crime, or are unfit to plead, and it was impossible to prove Brown insane, even though his poor, tearful old stepfather climbed pitifully into the witness-box to tell us how Brown’s granny had always considered the boy a little mental, and one or two other witnesses also appeared to give similar evidence. It was no use. There was not sufficient hard evidence. The judge began summing-up the case.

      The court became very crowded as the trial drew to an end and I was obliged to squeeze into a seat on one of the public benches. I found myself next to Brown’s stepfather. The poor old man had a heavy cold, he reeked of wintergreen and cough lozenges. Distress bowed him down. I could scarcely bear to glance at his face as the jury filed from the court to consider their verdict. We waited; they soon returned. The verdict was the only one possible, Guilty. Brown was sentenced to death. He was perfectly tranquil, standing very still and upright with his hands lightly resting on the ledge of the dock. But his poor old stepfather at my side burst out sobbing. He huddled weeping there, in his enormous old overcoat, helplessly wiping his face round and round with a stained handkerchief, and for the first time I understood what a murder really means in horror and anguish. I wished with all my heart I could say something to the old man to comfort him, but there was nothing to say. With tears in my own eyes I hurried out of Court Number One of the Old Bailey, where the sword of justice pierces so exceeding sharp.

      As for Brown, he went cheerfully to the condemned cell at Wandsworth prison and there awaited his death, repeating constantly to his warders that he was happy at last because now he would soon be with his Rosina.
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