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William Palmer

 

Dr William Palmer was a gambler, a drinker and a ladies’ man. At the time of his trial the public revelled in lurid stories surrounding his debauched lifestyle, but Dr Palmer – or the Rugeley Poisoner as he became known – had more on his conscience than a few seedy indiscretions.

In one of the most sensational trials of 19th century Britain, Dr William Palmer, of Rugeley in Staffordshire, was found guilty of murdering John Parsons Cook by poisoning him with strychnine, the first such conviction in British legal history. After Palmer’s arrest, the notoriety of the case led to an Act of Parliament, later known as the Palmer Act, passed to allow the trial to be transferred from Staffordshire to the Old Bailey in London. 

The public were fascinated by details of Palmer’s debauched lifestyle that were revealed in newspapers of the day. Salacious tales of compulsive womanizing and excessive gambling shocked conservative Victorian society and ultimately served to hasten Palmer’s conviction for Cook’s murder. But there are many who believe his trial represents a travesty of justice and that Palmer was found guilty more for his notorious reputation than by the evidence presented by his prosecutors. Some believed that a ‘show trial’ was engineered by the British government to distract public attention from the perilous state of the country at the time. But could the publicity surrounding the immoral misdeeds of one man, however scandalous, really be expected to save an unpopular government?

Controversy had followed Palmer for decades prior to his arrest. Friends, patients and even his immediate family continued to die with alarming frequency, and more often than not Palmer stood to gain from their deaths. He was born into a respectable middle-class family and trained as a doctor in London and at Stafford Infirmary, where rumours surrounding his drinking and gambling first began. He is thought to have shown an unusual, and not entirely healthy, interest in the poisons kept in the dispensary, although it is worth noting that many poisons were widely used in conventional medicine at the time.

The first mysterious death occurred in 1846, shortly after Palmer had qualified as a doctor and set up practice in Rugeley. On a cold and wet October night Palmer arranged to meet George Abley, a plumber, in a local pub. As was Palmer’s habit, he made a bet with Abley concerning the plumber’s ability to drink copious amounts of brandy. Abley won the bet, but became violently ill and left the pub shortly afterwards. Some hours later he was found dead in the stables outside. The Staffordshire coroner recorded a verdict of death by natural causes. Abley was suffering from tuberculosis and could have died from this, exacerbated by the adverse weather conditions and by alcohol poisoning. Nevertheless, rumours about his death would not be quashed and gossip was rife surrounding the exact nature of Palmer’s relationship with Abley’s wife, who was a regular patient of the ‘good doctor’.

A year later Palmer married the beautiful and fascinating Anne Thornton (Annie), the daughter of a well-heeled family who owned a number of properties in the Rugeley area. Mary Thornton, Annie’s mother, took an instant dislike to Palmer – possibly because she’d been party to local gossip – but in January 1849, Mary became ill and, despite her reservations, moved into her son-in-law’s house. Within only a few weeks, Mary died and although she had been suffering from the effects of years of alcohol abuse, the coincidental timing of her death added fuel to the fire. Palmer probably expected his wife to benefit substantially from her mother’s will but, if he did, he was wrong. Mary Thornton didn’t leave any of her portfolio of properties to Annie. Perhaps Palmer had underestimated his mother-in-law.

Over the next six years an unusual number of Palmer’s patients and creditors died shortly after leaving his company. During the same period his wife gave birth to five children, but only one survived for more than a few months. In September 1854, Annie also became ill and was diagnosed, by another doctor, as suffering from cholera. She died a few days later. After Annie’s death it transpired that Palmer had taken out a large life insurance policy on her only weeks before she fell ill, and he had only paid the first instalment by the time of her death. There is no direct evidence to link Palmer to the death of his wife, but it is hardly surprising that some people jumped to certain conclusions. A year later Palmer’s brother also died shortly after Palmer had taken out a policy on him. This time the insurance company refused to pay out.

In November 1855 Palmer committed the crime that sealed his fate forever. He accompanied his friend and fellow gambler John Parsons Cook to a race meeting in Shrewsbury. Cook got lucky, winning £3,000, an enormous amount of money for the time. Palmer, as usual, lost heavily. At a dinner to celebrate his big win Cook began to feel unwell and returned to Rugeley with Palmer, taking up residence at the Talbot Inn. Cook never checked out. Within days of his death Palmer went to London to collect Cook’s winnings. A postmortem and inquest were held at the insistence of Cook’s stepfather, and a verdict of wilful murder was returned. Palmer was found to have bought strychnine just days before Cook’s death and was arrested. The official reason for transferring the trial to the Old Bailey was because it was thought a Staffordshire jury would be prejudiced by local hearsay. Even at the time some believed the transfer had more to do with focusing public attention on Palmer’s debauched dealings rather than the government’s on-going problems. A guilty verdict was reached and Palmer was sentenced to death. He was returned to Stafford Prison where, at 8am on 14 June 1856, over 30,000 people flocked to see him hanged by the neck.

 It is impossible to say, over 150 years after the events, whether Palmer was definitely guilty of any or all of the murders for which he stood accused. It is certainly true that he was an entirely self-involved and ruthless man who showed absolutely no concern for anyone else, neither his friends and family nor the patients whose care had been entrusted to him. William Palmer had the mentality of a serial killer, which is what has led to him being dubbed the Prince of Poisoners and has seen him go down in history as a prototype for the killer-doctors who would follow, including the infamous Harold Shipman.





Mary Ann Cotton

 

Mary Ann Cotton murdered multiple husbands, lovers and even her own children. People around her were dropping like flies, but when one after another succumbed to mysterious ‘intestinal disorders’ no-one raised an eyebrow. Did she kill out of poverty or for pleasure?

The female serial killer is a rare phenomenon. Broadly speaking they can mostly be divided into two types: the Angel of Death and the Black Widow. The Angel of Death is typically a nurse who takes it upon herself to relieve the suffering of her patients by killing them, often by administering a lethal dose of a drug the patient is already taking. The Black Widow specializes in murdering husbands and lovers, using her charms to lure unsuspecting men into her trap. Mary Ann Cotton falls into this latter category, killing three of her four husbands and one of her many lovers. But she didn’t stop there. Over a 20-year period she had 12 children, and all but one died in infancy of ‘gastric fever’. Her stepchildren were not safe either, most of them dying in a similar fashion – as did her own mother and a number of other relatives. The symptoms of arsenic poisoning are similar to those of gastric fever, and arsenic was freely available in those days as it was mainly used to kill household pests.

Mary was born in Sunderland, in north-east England, in 1832. Her father was a coal miner and a harsh disciplinarian. He was killed after he fell down a mine shaft at the pit where he worked when Mary was eight. The family sank into poverty and Mary would retain a fear of becoming destitute for the rest of her life. This hardly excuses her subsequent crimes, but it does provide a motivation for them as they all revolved around money. Her mother remarried, easing the family’s money worries, but Mary didn’t get on with her stepfather. She moved out of the family home when she was sixteen to become a nurse. At twenty she married her first husband, William Mowbray, and moved to Plymouth, in Devon. The couple had five children there, but four died in infancy from what doctors called intestinal disorders. On moving back north Mary had three more children, each succumbing to something similar. They would be quickly followed by their father. Mary showed little emotion. She collected the payout on Mowbray’s life insurance and moved on. 

The next victim was George Ward, who she married in 1865. He lasted a little over a year before developing stomach trouble and dying. His doctor expressed surprise at the speed of his death, but no investigation took place and Mary collected the money from another life insurance policy. The lives of poor people were cheap in those days and doctors were busy.

James Robinson, Mary’s third husband, was more cautious than the previous two. After his children began to die he started to suspect all was not right. Mary tried to talk him into taking out a life insurance policy, but he wasn’t having it and threw her out of his house. She promptly moved in with the more gullible Frederick Cotton and, with terrible inevitability, his children began to die. The couple entered into a bigamous marriage, as Mary was still married to Robinson. Needless to say, not long after taking out life insurance, Cotton began to show the same symptoms as all the others and died shortly afterwards. 

The next on the list was Joseph Nattrass, who moved into Mary’s house not long after Frederick Cotton had been buried. Mary got a job as a nurse to John Quick-Manning and an affair began. She became pregnant for the twelfth time with Quick-Manning’s child and decided he was going to be her next husband. Nattrass’s and Cotton’s three surviving sons were getting in the way of her plans, but Mary wasn’t going to let them put a stop to her latest scheme. Soon only one child was left, Charles Cotton, with Nattrass and the two other boys going the way of all the others. The death of Charles, the last impediment to her marriage to Quick-Manning, would be her downfall. A local magistrate saw him a few days before he died and thought he looked to be in perfect health. On hearing of the boy’s death, he went to the police and an inquiry began. The boy was found to have been poisoned with arsenic and Mary was arrested for his murder.

It seems incredible now for a string of deaths from such similar causes to go unnoticed for so long. But in the 19th century death from what would now be considered preventable causes was a common occurrence, particularly among the young and the poor. Mary may even have been the object of pity among the people who knew her, as her husband and children had all died in such quick succession. Perhaps the money she collected from all the different insurance policies should have raised more eyebrows than it apparently did. The insurance companies themselves could have demanded inquiries into any of the deaths, but they didn’t. Mary changed her surname every time she got married, so they might not have realized it was the same person collecting the money on so many different people. 

Mary was put on trial for the murder of Charles Cotton. It lasted a few weeks and, while it was going on, investigative journalists uncovered details of the deaths of her previous husbands and children. Not being constrained by the laws of libel and contempt of court, as the press are now, lurid stories about Mary were published before the trial had finished. The prosecution attempted to introduce these revelations into the case, but the trial judge would not allow it. She was found guilty of murder by arsenic poisoning and was sentenced to death. Petitions attempting to commute the sentence to life imprisonment failed, and she was hanged at Durham County Jail on 24 March 1873. The hangman botched the job. He misjudged the length of rope needed to do it properly and, instead of dying instantly from a broken neck, Mary was left to swing at the end of the rope, slowly strangling to death.





Jack the Ripper

 

The individual known as Jack the Ripper has gone down in history as the most infamous serial killer of all time. The frenzied attacks committed in his name ignited the public’s imagination and spawned countless articles, novels and films. Despite our collective obsession with his crimes, one question still remains – who the devil was he?

Whitechapel, in the East End of London, was a place of grinding poverty in the late 19th century.  Drunkenness and prostitution were rife and violent crime a part of everyday life. Even so, the Whitechapel Murders, beginning in August 1888, terrorized the area and the nation. It quickly became apparent that a maniac was on the loose, a prototype serial killer. The attacks followed a pattern: the victims where all prostitutes, the method of killing was the same – although it became progressively more violent and gruesome – and the only apparent motive was sexual. Letters purportedly from the killer were sent to the police investigating the murders, most were hoaxes by journalists attempting to sensationalize the case even further. Others were not so easily dismissed. They taunted the police and gave details of the crimes. They also provided a name for the killer – Jack the Ripper.

The first victim was Mary Ann Nichols. She was found lying in a stable doorway on Bucks Row in the early hours of Friday 31 August. Her throat had been cut down to the bone and her stomach slashed, exposing her intestines. The savagery of the attack attracted attention, even though the murder of prostitutes in the East End at that time was an all too common occurrence. A week later, on Saturday 8 September, Annie Chapman’s body was found in the backyard of a barber’s shop in Hanbury Street, not far from where Mary Ann had been killed. The knife wounds were similar, but, this time, her intestines had been pulled out and her uterus cut out and taken away. The murder had obviously been committed by the same killer. A doctor who examined the bodies said the murderer showed a knowledge of anatomy and was skilled in the use of a knife. Could the murderer have been a doctor himself? Or a butcher or slaughterman?

The police received the first letter bearing the name Jack the Ripper a week later. It was considered a hoax, but the now famous ‘Dear Boss’ letter, posted on 25 September, appeared to be from the killer himself. The writer claimed he had collected the blood of his last victim in a ginger beer bottle and said he would have used it to write the letter if it had not become too thick. He also said he would cut the ears off his next victim and send them to the police.

At about 1am on Sunday 30 September Elizabeth Stride was murdered in a yard off Berner Street. It seems that a horse and cart pulling into the yard disturbed the killer, as after slashing the victim’s throat he only had time to partially sever her ear before running away along Commercial Road. Half an hour later he struck again, and this time he had enough time to finish the job. Between police patrols through Mitre Square at 1.30am and 1.45am, Catherine Eddowes was murdered. Minutes before the body was found a policeman had seen a man coming out of an alley leading off Mitre Square, but had not stopped him. It was a frenzied attack, as if the killer was compensating for the earlier interruption. She had been disembowelled and her uterus and one of her kidneys were missing. A piece of her apron was found not far away. The killer had washed the blood off his hands and used it to clean them. On the wall above the apron graffiti had been scrawled. It said ‘The Juwes are the men That Will not be Blamed for nothing’. The police assumed the killer was trying to blame Jewish people for the murders and they washed the graffiti off. A tide of anti-Semitism was already rising in the East End over the murders. After the first two killings local gossip had attributed them to a Jew, given the name Leather Apron, and there had already been demonstrations against the large Jewish community in the area. By taking the measures they did, the police, fearing reprisals against Jewish people, hoped to avoid inflaming the local population even more than they already were. In doing so they may have lost a vital piece of evidence.

The ‘Saucy Jack’ postcard arrived a few days later, calling the two murders the ‘double event’. It was in the same handwriting as the ‘Dear Boss’ letter and gave details of the murders of Elizabeth Stride and Catherine Eddowes. Opinions were divided then, as they are today, about whether these letters were an elaborate hoax or if they where really written by the Ripper. Another letter was sent to George Lusk, Chairman of the Whitechapel Vigilance Committee, an organization set up after the police had failed to find the murderer. The ‘From Hell’ letter, as it is known, contained half a human kidney, the writer claiming to have eaten the other half. It contained numerous spelling mistakes and grammatical errors, seen by some as an attempt by an educated man to present himself as being all but illiterate.

The last of the five murders occurred on 9 November. Mary Jane Kelly had been seen late that night heading for her lodgings with a man. The next morning her landlord found her dismembered body in her room. The killer had taken his time. She was mutilated even more hideously than the previous victims had been. Her head was almost severed from her body and her face slashed until she was no longer recognizable. Her breasts and some of her flesh had been cut off and her internal organs pulled out and left in a pile next to her. The Ripper had cut out her heart and taken it away with him.

Nothing further was ever heard from Jack the Ripper. At the time of the murders there was a huge amount of public interest. Newspapers were much more numerous and widely read than they had ever been before, and they fanned the flames of hysteria surrounding the case. It might have been expected that interest would diminish over time, as the period receded into history, but this is certainly not what has happened. The mystery of Jack the Ripper’s identity continues to fascinate and intrigue successive generations of Ripperologists, as people who have become obsessed with the details of the murders are called. Countless books have been published on the subject, more than for any other true crime subject – with the possible exception of the assassination of John F Kennedy. TV documentaries have shown computer-generated photofits of what Jack the Ripper might have looked like, developed from contemporary descriptions given by witnesses, and there have been numerous reconstructions of his every known movement. Films continue to be made, most recently From Hell, starring Johnny Depp as Inspector Frederick Abberline, a prominent detective involved in the investigation, and based on a graphic novel.

In Whitechapel today it is possible to take Ripper tours of the sites of the murders and other places connected with the case. The tours usually end in The Ten Bells in Commercial Street, a pub known to have been frequented by several of the Ripper’s victims and, if rumours are to be believed, by Jack the Ripper himself. For those who cannot get to Whitechapel, there are an enormous number of websites dedicated to Ripper studies, and there are also several societies of like-minded enthusiasts, which produce magazines containing articles by a growing band of amateur detectives. 

Identifying new suspects as Jack the Ripper has become something of an industry in itself. The more high profile the person named as the latest suspect, the greater the publicity generated. In Victorian England, who could be more high profile than a member of the royal family? Prince Albert Victor, the Duke of Clarence, was Queen Victoria’s grandson and, in the 1970s, was proposed as being Jack the Ripper in a number of books. Unfortunately for the authors, the duke had a cast-iron alibi. He wasn’t even in London when the majority of the murders were committed. Not to be put off, a conspiracy theory was then developed which suggested that Sir William Gull, Queen Victoria’s doctor, was the Ripper. He committed the murders, according to the theory, to cover up an affair between Prince Albert and an East End prostitute that resulted in her becoming pregnant and giving birth to a potential heir to the throne. As a conspiracy theory it was a good one. As well as the royal family, almost every prominent politician, from the prime minister down, was involved, together with a host of other famous Victorians. Walter Sickert, who would later be accused of being the Ripper himself by the crime writer PD James, had a part to play, as did the Freemasons and any number of senior police officers. Elaborate as it was, this theory was based more on fantasy than fact and its claims were easily demolished when subjected to serious scrutiny.

One of the more convincing suspects identified in recent years is Joseph Barnett. He was Mary Ann Kelly’s common-law husband and fitted the descriptions given by some witnesses. He was 1 m 70 cm (5 ft 7 in) tall, stockily built, dark haired with a moustache and a fair complexion. He had lived in the Whitechapel area all his life and must have known all the alleyways and back streets well, as the Ripper appeared to do, and he knew at least one of the other victims. A motive for the killings suggests Barnett could have been attempting to scare Kelly into giving up prostitution by killing other prostitutes and, when that didn’t work, he killed Kelly as well. The Ripper had shown that he knew how to use a knife and, as Barnett worked as a porter in Billingsgate Fish Market, he would have developed the required skills through filleting and gutting fish. In his defence, he was questioned by the police after the Kelly murder and doesn’t appear to have been regarded as a suspect by them. Also, serial killers very rarely stop killing until they are either caught or die, and Barnett continued to live in the Whitechapel area long after the killings stopped.

The case against Barnett is unproven, as it is for all the other suspects. Despite an enormous number of people attempting to solve the mystery, 120 years after the crimes were committed, a solution is as far away as ever. Short of a miraculous discovery of new evidence, which can be proved to be authentic – unlike the forged Ripper Diaries found a few years ago – it is hard to see how any further progress can be made. The Ripper’s identity, like the man himself, continues to lurk in the shadows.





Herman Webster Mudgett

 

To enter the mind of Herman Mudgett would have been a fascinating, if not harrowing experience. How could a man appear to be an upstanding member of the community, a devoted husband and successful local businessman while concealing such monstrous acts of imprisonment, murder and mutilation?

The details of Herman Webster Mudgett’s life are so bizarre and appalling as to be almost beyond belief. On the surface he was a successful doctor, pharmacist and businessman, but this facade concealed gruesome and macabre secrets which only came to light after he was investigated for insurance fraud. Eventually he confessed to the murder of 27 people, but, as he was a compulsive liar, it is impossible to know how much truth there was in his confession. Some estimates have put the true number at over 200.

Mudgett was born into an affluent family in Gilmanton, New Hampshire, in 1860. He studied medicine at the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor and, while still a student, began his criminal career with body-snatching. He would take out a life insurance policy under a bogus name, steal a corpse from a cemetery, disfigure it with acid so it could not be recognized and pass it off as the person insured. After almost being caught, he left Ann Arbor and assumed the name of Dr HH Holmes. He was involved in a variety of scams: more insurance fraud, forgery, embezzlement and, more than likely, murder, before he resurfaced as a pharmacist in Chicago. The owner of the pharmacy, an elderly widow, disappeared not long after he arrived, and he was left to run the business himself.

A string of successful ventures: selling a cure for alcoholism, inventing a machine to make natural gas, together with more fraud, made him a wealthy man. At about this time he married Myrta Belknap, no doubt neglecting to mention he had married a woman when he was eighteen and never divorced her. He built a large hotel with more than 100 rooms and opened it in time for the Chicago World’s Fair in 1893. It had been built by a succession of different builders, so nobody except Holmes, as he was now called, knew about all the special features he had included in the building. There were secret passages, rooms with no windows and chutes leading down to the basement. Doors opened onto brick walls, staircases led to nowhere. Business was brisk with visitors coming to Chicago for the fair or to look for work and staying in this strange hotel, which became known as The Castle.

How many of the residents checked in but never checked out has never been accurately established. Young, single female guests would stay a few nights and never be seen again. Waitresses and chambermaids in the hotel would leave their jobs suddenly without saying goodbye. Meanwhile, Holmes was running a side business selling skeletons to doctors and university laboratories. He even had an assistant to help him strip the flesh off the bodies and prepare the skeletons for sale. The bodies were, he claimed, those of patients of his who had died. No one appeared to have been suspicious of his activities. He was charming and gracious, particularly with women. He could talk his way out of settling the bills for the chemicals he used in his business and explain away the chemical smells coming out of the basement when guests in the hotel complained.

Eventually Holmes’s many creditors demanded repayment of a large sum of money that he owed them. He duped a woman from Texas into transferring the title of the land she owned in Fort Worth to him and then killed both her and her sister, entered into another bigamous marriage and set fire to the hotel for the insurance, before skipping town with his new wife and Benjamin Pitezel, a man who worked for him in the hotel. Detectives from the Pinkerton Agency investigating various insurance claims trailed him to Fort Worth, St. Louis and on to Philadelphia, where they finally caught up with him. He had been involved in yet another insurance scam with Benjamin Pitezel, who then disappeared. Holmes produced a body and tried to claim the insurance. It was one step too far. He was challenged and came up with a story saying the body wasn’t Pitezel, suggesting he was committing insurance fraud not murder. One of Pitezel’s daughters identified the body and Holmes was arrested for his murder. The Pinkerton agents continued to follow the trail Holmes had left, finding the bodies of Pitezel’s wife and other members of his family in a house in Toronto, and the Chicago police began to investigate the hotel. 

Inside they found airtight rooms with gas pipes running into them, and doors that could only be opened from the outside. They concluded that Holmes had killed people by asphyxiating them with gas. He then transferred the bodies down to the basement, where he had installed a dissecting table and acid baths. After selling the skeletons of his victims, he disposed of the remains of the bodies by cremating them and throwing them into lime pits. The police found various body parts in the basement, along with women’s shoes and clothes. 

Holmes was put on trial for Pitezel’s murder, even though details of at least some of his other crimes were beginning to emerge. He was found guilty and sentenced to death. While awaiting execution he wrote a long and rambling confession to 27 murders and said he thought he was possessed by the devil. The New York Times reported his execution, saying he had been calm and collected immediately beforehand, asking the hangman to take his time and to do the job properly. The hangman doesn’t appear to have listened and Holmes died slowly. After the trap in the gallows opened and he dropped to the end of the rope, it was 15 minutes before he was pronounced dead.





Henri Landru

 

Henri Landru exploited the events of World War I to prey on lonely women who had lost their husbands in the trenches. That is until neighbours noticed the ominous black smoke that hung in the air around his house.

For a man who could exert great influence over women, Henri Landru cut an odd figure. He was short, balding and sported a big bushy beard – hardly the typical appearance of a successful ladies’ man. But he was charming and persuasive, and he would become a ladykiller in more than one sense of the phrase. 

Landru came from a working-class district of northern Paris. After leaving school he served for four years in the army, rising to the rank of sergeant. He seduced his cousin and she became pregnant, but, on leaving the army, he abandoned her and married another woman, with whom he had four children. After being swindled by a man he worked for, he appears to have decided that crime was an easier way of making a living than doing an honest job. He set himself up as a second-hand furniture dealer and, when he met a widow who was selling her furniture, he attempted to persuade her to let him invest the money for her. The money would never be seen again and, if he had made the woman any promises, he would break them, sometimes leaving the woman penniless. The problem with this scam was that the women he stole money from knew who he was and some of them reported him to the police. He was arrested several times and was sent to prison to serve sentences for embezzlement and fraud.
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