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INTRODUCTION

THE SCENE OF THE CRIME


‘It’s quite easy, you know.’

‘What is?’

‘To get away with it.’ He was smiling again – a charming, boyish smile.

—Murder Is Easy



As a pathology technician who worked in a mortuary, the question I’m asked most often is, ‘How on earth did you end up working with dead bodies?’ The answer – that I’d wanted to do so ever since I was a child – rarely satisfies. But the reason for this early fascination is simple: I fell in love with forensic science after I fell in love with the books of Agatha Christie: books which I began borrowing from my local library aged just eight years old. Coincidentally, Agatha describes me exactly via the twelve-year-old character Pippa in her 1954 play Spider’s Web. When Jeremy Warrender, the house guest of Clarissa Hailsham-Brown, asks Clarissa’s stepdaughter Pippa what her favourite subject at school is, we’re told that her answer was ‘immediate’ and ‘enthusiastic’. She says, ‘Biology . . . It’s heaven. Yesterday we dissected a frog’s leg.’ The application of biology to crime can loosely be described as forensic pathology, and it’s something I was surprisingly aware of, and enamoured with, from childhood.

Of course, Agatha herself didn’t talk of ‘forensics’ – it’s a relatively modern term. But every one of her stories is an expert tapestry of human observation and ingenuity, threaded through with the emerging sciences and detection methods of the era; and it’s this attention to forensic detail that really enthralled me at that young age. Included in her repertoire are mentions of fingerprints and document comparison, blood spatter analysis, trace evidence and firearms. There is a proliferation of poisons – perhaps the weapon most associated with Agatha’s books – since she spent time working as a dispenser in a pharmacy during both World Wars and incorporated that knowledge into her fiction with immense success. Also, critically, every Christie detective story involves one – or more commonly several – dead bodies. For a curious child already fascinated with biology and pathology, these stories and their corresponding bodies were the perfect puzzles.
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A quick synopsis of the chapters of Agatha’s own life, for those who aren’t familiar, reads just as intriguingly as one of her books. She was born Agatha Miller in 1890 in Devon, UK, and became the world’s most commercially successful novelist, outsold only by the Bible and Shakespeare. In 1952 she wrote The Mousetrap, a play which has had the longest initial run in history (in fact, after 67 years, the only thing capable of suspending performances of The Mousetrap was the Coronavirus outbreak of 2020), and in 1971 she was made a Dame of the British Empire. However, before her incredible literary successes she mucked in like the rest of the population during the First World War (as she did again in the Second) by working for her country as a nurse and then a pharmacist – roles which would become pertinent in many of her future stories. Some people are aware of the unfortunate end of the marriage to her first husband Archie Christie, in 1926, and her subsequent disappearance: it hit international headlines at the time, when after eleven days she was discovered in a hotel in Harrogate, suffering with possible short-term memory loss – although the incident remains somewhat of a mystery, and she didn’t mention it in her autobiography. Thankfully, her second marriage four years later, to the archaeologist Max Mallowan, was much happier, and stayed that way until her death in 1976. This second union even inspired in Agatha an interest in archaeology which provided yet another talent towards her rapidly growing repertoire to be drawn upon in later books. And ‘drawn’ is the operative word here; Max encouraged her to attend sketching lessons so she could record the finds at various excavations for posterity, and after meticulously cleaning and illustrating them she became a bona fide member of the dig team.

Despite creating such enduring sleuths as Hercule Poirot and Miss Marple, Agatha didn’t only author crime fiction. She also wrote six romance novels under the pseudonym Mary Westmacott (a pseudonym which remained a secret for nearly twenty years), several works of non-fiction, including her autobiography (published posthumously in 1977), and numerous short stories and plays.

But it’s evident that what Christie knew best was crime. She wrote sixty-six full-length whodunnits in her forty-five-year career, along with a prolific amount of short detective stories. She was the first person ever to receive a Grandmaster Award from the Mystery Writers of America, and she was a founding member and president of the Detection Club in 1930 – a society of crime-fiction writers whose members were required to follow rules about writing detective fiction specifically, and swear an oath of allegiance upon a human skull called Eric, in a rather tongue-in-cheek ceremony.

I’m interested in the fascinating history of forensic science, and an avid reader of murder mysteries: Agatha Christie’s books are the perfect combination of the two. Her desire for procedural accuracy, and the developments in criminology and medicolegal sciences her writing tracks, show clearly the progression of forensics into the field of study it now is.
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The term ‘medicolegal’ – and the more archaic ‘medical jurisprudence’ – are designations which were once slightly more common than the word ‘forensic’ we currently use – although they refer to almost the same topic. Medicolegal means ‘encompassing both medical and legal aspects’, so specifically involves the medical sciences; while forensic means ‘relating to or denoting the application of scientific methods and techniques to the investigation of crime’. Forensic, in origin, means ‘relating to the courts of law’, derived from the Latin forensis (‘of or before the forum’), and law is really the focus here: in Roman times, someone accused of a crime would have to present their case before a group of individuals in the Forum, just like in our courtrooms today. However, it seems that the word ‘forensic’ has recently become synonymous with ‘careful investigation’ or ‘in-depth analysis’, and is used in a much broader context. I’m thinking here of headlines like ‘Forensic analysis of rugby match between Wales and England’ or ‘Forensic examination of Egyptian mummy’. Often the techniques talked about, particularly on television, can simply be described as in-depth, analytical or scientific, and neither the rugby teams nor the Egyptian mummy are being accused of a crime.

Medicolegal was the preferred term before forensic science ascended as a subject in its own right, particularly once it had made its mark on popular culture. I studied forensic science at university, when it was in its infancy as an educational topic, before going on to assist pathologists during forensic autopsies for ten years. I subsequently moved on to repair and restore historical body parts in a museum setting, which requires a similar level of attention to detail as the autopsies did. This gives me a unique perspective on both the historical and modern practices of forensic science.

Currently I conserve over 5,000 anatomical specimens at Barts Pathology Museum in London. The sub-group of specimens known as the Medicolegal Collection consists of pieces of preserved human tissue illustrating such injuries as poisonings, gunshot wounds and judicial hangings; the earliest dating from 1831. However, those specimens in the same sub-collection acquired since 1966 became known as the Forensic Medicine Collection, the alternative name illustrating the more modern turn of phrase.

It’s difficult to say for certain when one description fell from the vernacular and others became more common, as there is certainly some overlap. However, it is possible to look at the timeline of criminalistics, or forensic science as we know it today, and see how the discipline developed – in some cases from as far back as the thirteenth century! – regardless of which name was used.

Perhaps one of the most famous names in modern forensic science is that of Dr Edmond Locard (1877–1966), a French criminalist who established the first police laboratory in Lyon, in 1910 – not long before Agatha began her illustrious writing career. At this point it’s worth noting the difference between ‘criminalist’ and ‘criminologist’, as the two words often appear in Christie’s works. A criminalist is more like what we’d call a ‘forensic scientist’ nowadays, whereas a criminologist studies the psychology and sociology of crime and criminals, perhaps what we’d call a ‘forensic psychologist’. (In Agatha’s books Hercule Poirot, for example, seems to veer very much between the two.) In his childhood Locard had been an avid reader of Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories, as was Agatha Christie, and later in his forensic career he even wrote a book titled Detectives in Novels and Detectives in the Laboratory. He is responsible for formulating what is known as the fundamental tenet of forensic science, the simple phrase: ‘Every contact leaves a trace.’ This basic rationale, now known as Locard’s Exchange Principle, expresses the fact that the perpetrator of a crime will inevitably bring something – some sprinkle or spray, some smudge or smear – into the crime scene. They will also leave with something from it, unbeknownst to them, and both can be used as forensic evidence. Christie was fully aware of this principle, whether she knew it as Locard’s or not, as she understood the concept of evidence linking killers to victims and to crime scenes.

Perhaps, after Agatha’s success in 1920 with her first book, The Mysterious Affair at Styles, she wanted to further her research and picked up a brand-new copy of Locard’s Detectives in Novels . . . when it was published in 1922. It would have seemed made for her! She certainly could have even obtained a copy of the original French edition – a language she read in although, according to Charles Osborne, couldn’t speak very well.1 It is notable that she uses the word ‘trace’ in her stories after the publication of her 1923 novel The Murder on the Links – which is coincidentally set in France – but not before. In this book, about a suspicious death which occurs on a golf course while poor Poirot is trying to relax, the official local detective assigned to the case, Giraud, is describing Locard’s principle when he says:

‘The men who carried out this crime were taking no chances . . . They counted on leaving no traces. But I’ll beat them. There’s always something! And I mean to find it.’

By the time Locard released his Traité de Criminalistique (Treaty of Forensic Science) in 1931, the discipline of forensics as we now know it was born – early on in Christie’s career and during the ‘golden age’ of detective fiction.
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Because of her unique placement as a writer during extensive advances in medicolegal history, and her meticulous attention to detail, the burgeoning science of forensics can be studied through Agatha Christie’s works. Agatha is said not to have used real people as the inspiration for her characters, for the most part, because they wouldn’t become real to her. She had to invent them because she needed them to do whatever she wanted them to do; a bit like puppets. If they really existed, she would have an idea of their character traits and thought processes which might be quite at odds with how she wanted them to act in her books. In her autobiography she states that she ‘decided once and for all that it is no good thinking about real people – you must create your characters for yourself’.2 That said, she was inspired by real-life stories and overheard conversations. ‘Her rich imagination was stimulated from studying newspaper reports of true-life crimes. Almost daily, distressing incidents of killing, vandalism, robbery and assault provided inspiration for plots.’3 We can certainly see this in her books: the infamous Jack the Ripper case from 1888 was referenced several times in The ABC Murders, and the Great Train Robbery of 1963 inspired part of the plot of At Bertram’s Hotel, published only two years after the robbery, in 1965. Throughout her canon she mentions well-known cases such as those of Edith Thompson, Dr Crippen, the ‘Brides in the Bath’ and Lizzie Borden as well as more obscure crimes like the Brighton Trunk Killings and the Hay Poisoner. But if art imitates life, then life may also – horribly – imitate art, and this was the case when several sets of ‘Alphabet Murders’ – similar to Agatha’s fictional ABC Murders – occurred from the 1970s onwards. First, in Rochester, New York State, three pre-teen girls were sexually assaulted and strangled between 1971 and 1973. Each of the girls had first and last names that started with the same letter, and their bodies were discovered in towns which also began with the same letter – an uncanny parody of the methods of Christie’s ABC Killer, which saw Alice Ascher killed in Andover, Betty Barnard murdered in Bexhill and Carmichael Clarke killed in Churston. The real-life Rochester victims were Carmen Colon in Churchville, Michelle Maenza in Macedon and Wanda Walkowicz in Webster.

Then, coincidentally, across the country in California, more double-initial murders took place in 1977 and 1978, and later in 1993 and 1994. The victims, older women who were said to be prostitutes, were Carmen Colon (bizarrely the exact same name as one of the upstate New York victims), Pamela Parsons, Roxene Roggasch and Tracy Tofoya.

In 2011 a man called Joseph Naso was eventually arrested for the California crimes. He was a photographer and a native of New York who travelled between the east and west coasts of America for decades. He was sentenced to death for the West Coast murders in 2013. DNA evidence didn’t support his involvement in the Rochester Alphabet Murders, so officially that case remains unsolved.

Similarly, in South Africa between 1994 and 1995, a series of murders known as the ABC Murders were perpetrated by Moses Sithole. Within that short time period, Sithole killed 38 people in a spree beginning in Atteridgeville, continuing through Boksburg and ending in Cleveland.

There is, of course, absolutely no evidence to suggest that these murderers were inspired by Agatha’s works at all; although these killings have echoes of Christie’s plot, the perpetrators never named her as an influence. But it does show that real-life crime can certainly be stranger than crime fiction, and that anyone who perhaps considers Christie’s work far-fetched and unrealistic might do well to delve into the world of true crime . . . And why not? As Poirot points out to Katherine Grey in The Mystery of the Blue Train, ‘Fiction is founded on fact.’

Conversely some criminals unfortunately did name Christie’s books as a source of inspiration.

In 2009 in Qazvin, Iran, a 32-year-old woman called Mahin Qadiri became Iran’s first female serial killer. She claimed she had been inspired by the books of Agatha Christie which she read after they were translated into Farsi. She murdered five elderly women by drugging and strangling them, then stole their money and jewellery. According to an article by Robert Tait,4 ‘Mahin in her confessions has said that she has been taking patterns from Agatha Christie books and has been trying not to leave any trace of herself.’

This certainly isn’t Agatha’s fault, and she never wrote about anyone who utilised this modus operandi; if murderous intent exists within the hearts of man they will find a way to carry it out whatever the inspiration may be. Christie alludes to this herself in Evil Under the Sun when she quotes Ecclesiastes 9:3: ‘This is an evil among all things that are done under the sun, that there is one event unto all: yea, also the heart of the sons of men is full of evil.’ But thankfully, with forensic science, we have the means to investigate evil.
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When reading Agatha’s books I am always struck by the tremendous amount of forensic accuracy, which isn’t so surprising considering Sir Richard Attenborough – who was part of the original cast of The Mousetrap in 1952, and who later acted in a 1974 film version of And Then There Were None – described her as ‘a stickler for things being absolutely right’.5 He knew her for forty years and, presumably, very well indeed, so this character observation is valuable. Despite admitting to having little knowledge of the implements she often employed as murder weapons (apart from poisons), she researched enough to make her work believable and authentic. According to her husband Max, Agatha used to take endless trouble over getting her facts right. She would consult professional authorities on police practice, on the law and on procedures in the courts. Perhaps she felt she had to be very accurate in order to avoid criticism. Tellingly, in Mrs McGinty’s Dead (one of her later books, from the 1950s) Ariadne Oliver, Christie’s crime-writing character who appears in several Poirot books, says, ‘Sometimes I think there are people who only read books in the hope of finding mistakes in them.’ Cathy Cook, the author of The Agatha Christie Miscellany, noted:


It gave her great satisfaction when a solicitor once wrote complaining of her ignorance about the law of inheritance. She was able to write back and demonstrate that the lawyer himself was outdated, that the law had been changed, and that her statement was correct!



Agatha also indicated in her writing that she was aware of the impact that her stories – and detective stories in general – could have on the layman’s knowledge of crime, in effect opening up this elusive science to a wider public, and her attempts to replicate crimes for her readers gave them a taste of what was previously privileged police knowledge.

In her short story ‘The Idol House of Astarte’, the character Dr Pender laments the fact that he and a friend moved a dead body into the safety of the nearby house. He says apologetically, ‘One would know better nowadays . . . owing to the prevalence of detective fiction. Every street boy knows that a body must be left where it is found.’ This is what we think of when we consider Christie stories: bodies. We imagine a woman’s pale, cold fingers curling up from an oriental rug on a library floor; a drained champagne glass lying next to her, her lips turning blue as her eyes slowly close. Or we envisage a man slumped forward over a crimson stain spreading slowly across the blotter of a mahogany desk, a silver blade sticking out of his back, reflecting the flickering firelight. Both of these vignettes are puzzles to be solved using investigatory methods and clues found at the scene.
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Agatha is said to have ‘abhorred violence’6 and she wasn’t enthusiastic about detective fiction which included savagery and brutality. This may explain why she never gratuitously depicted the physical impact of murders in her books. In real life, she didn’t think she could personally look at a ‘really ghastly, mangled body’7 and in her novels she rarely described a corpse in gory detail. This doesn’t mean that she wasn’t capable of writing about it, or that she never did. In her autobiography she is very matter-of-fact about gruesome scenes she witnessed while nursing in the VAD, including helping a new nurse dispose of an amputated leg and its associated blood and gore. In her authoritative biography of Christie, Laura Thompson elaborates on this with information from Agatha’s own diaries. Describing an amputation surgery and the discarded limb which resulted from it, Laura wrote that Agatha had to ‘clean up the floor down there – and stuck it in the furnace myself’.8

In her fiction, though, her deliberate avoidance of gory detail works in her favour as she often only points out the salient features about the victim, leaving much to the reader’s imagination . . . which can sometimes be worse. In After the Funeral, one of the characters is violently murdered with a hatchet, and the injuries to her face are enough to make identification nearly impossible. In The Body in the Library, the corpse of a young female victim is burnt beyond recognition after her murder, and in One, Two, Buckle My Shoe we have allusions to the disfiguring nature of decomposition on top of savagery. We can imagine the effects of these awful crimes without having to be told in detail the resulting injuries, and that in itself is enough to give us nightmares.

Agatha’s investigations often start with anecdotes from witnesses, and some of her fictional murders are solved by the sleuth characters in the absence of a body. Sometimes the detective only enters the story days, months or even years after a victim has been killed, and they solve the case retrospectively, avoiding any interaction with the body: typical ‘armchair detectives’. But often they do see a corpse at the scene of the crime. In fact – according to the game show Jeopardy! – Christie is credited as being the first person to ever use the phrase ‘the scene of the crime’ (in The Murder on the Links, published in 1923, where it is even a chapter title). But perhaps even more impressive is her apparent prediction of the need for what many of us know as a ‘crime scene examiner’s kit’ or ‘crime scene bag’, which is now such a staple in both fact and fiction you could easily imagine they have always been employed. This isn’t true. In real life, it was eminent golden-age pathologist Sir Bernard Spilsbury – someone we’ll encounter frequently in this book – who noticed that even at the scenes of the most gruesome murders police officers weren’t furnished with the basic protective equipment they required. They were removing chunks of human flesh from between paving stones with their bare hands, and wiping up spilled blood with their personal cotton handkerchiefs. Items such as envelopes, tweezers, pots and gloves – to be used to capture evidence, and to avoid the officers as well as the scenes being contaminated – were often improvised and not available as standard. It wasn’t until 1924 following the appalling killing of Emily Kaye, known as the Crumbles Murder, that things changed. The Crumbles was a shingled beach on the coast of Sussex which was unfortunately the location of two separate murders. The first was the 1920 bludgeoning of Iris Munroe, when she was only seventeen years old, by two men with a motive of simple robbery.

The second, four years later, was the more notorious gruesome slaying and dismemberment of the pregnant Miss Kaye by her married lover Patrick Mahon. What made the crime so sensational was the fact that Mahon stowed the body parts of Emily Kaye in a large chest in one room of their bungalow, and had the gall to invite another woman, Ethel Duncan, to stay at the bungalow with him over a long Easter weekend . . . while the various severed limbs were decomposing there. Christie references this case in Murder is Easy, the 1939 book after which mine is named, although she calls it the Castor case:


‘You’ll remember the Castor case sir – and how they found little bits of the poor girl pinned up all over Castor’s seaside bungalow . . . ’



It was this grisly scene which inspired Spilsbury to introduce the ‘murder bag’ that morphed into the crime scene examiner’s kit, which contains all the typical investigation implements we’re now so familiar with: gloves, evidence bags, tweezers, sample tubes, etc. However, in The Mysterious Affair at Styles – published four years before the murder of Emily Kaye – Hercule Poirot appears to have a CSE kit of his own! He wanders about collecting evidence in ‘test tubes’ and ‘envelopes’, and states, ‘I will put down my little case until I need it’, showing that he even has specific apparatus for the purpose. At that time it was a novel idea, if you’ll pardon the pun.
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Although the crime scene is of utmost importance, there are many different aspects to forensic investigation. In Towards Zero solicitor and criminologist Frederick Treves laments the fact that detective stories begin with the murder, and feels that it is in fact the end of the story and not the beginning:

‘The story begins long before that – with all the causes and events converging towards a given spot . . . Zero Hour. Yes, all of them converging towards zero.’

I want to try to honour the above quote with this book, insofar as forensic evidence goes. The story of a murder victim begins at the scene or scenes, and all of the evidence converges towards the body – towards zero. Like an investigator who appears once the body has been removed to the mortuary, I will begin analysing ‘causes and events’ metaphorically at the scene of the crime, scrutinising footprints, fragments of paper and spent bullets. Only then will I arrive at the body to examine wound patterns, toxicology and other artefacts noted at autopsy. Here we will experience the finale to our investigation – the denouement, the book’s conclusion: Zero Hour – which will tie all of those forensic threads together into a neat little investigative knot.




CHAPTER 1

FINGERPRINTS


And yet I had an uneasy feeling that the sinister old creature had seen something in my hands. I looked down at my two palms spread out in front of me. What could anyone see in the palms of anyone’s hands?

—Endless Night



Ten black, smudged ovals on pale rectangles of card – inky facsimiles of the tips of criminal fingers – are synonymous with the history of detection. The fingerprint, with its distinctive pattern of lines and curves, has become a universal embodiment of crime. Countless films, documentaries, games and podcasts have used an image of a fingerprint to represent crime and forensics. It’s a pattern so characteristic and specific it tells a story almost without the need for explanation. A fingerprint at a crime scene, usually called a fingermark by today’s crime scene examiners, surely places a person there; as Hercule Poirot says in Agatha Christie’s first novel The Mysterious Affair at Styles, ‘Then how do you account for the fact that you left the unmistakable impress of your finger-prints . . . ?’ A person can’t leave their fingerprints on a permanent object at a scene unless they were present – or their finger was removed somehow and it was present instead!

Because of this iconic status, and the relative ease with which prints can be lifted from a scene, they became a frequent trope in detective fiction, and Agatha Christie utilised them as much as the next writer, in various ingenious ways. Whether placed there accidentally or planted on purpose, whether smeared on glass or pressed into card, fingermarks are peppered through Agatha’s entire canon. She certainly understood their forensic value, and there are more mentions of prints throughout her novels than any other forensic science. Given that Scotland Yard’s fingerprint bureau was established in 1901, Agatha had around fifteen to twenty years’ worth of information about the development of this pivotal ‘new’ technique to draw upon when she embarked upon The Mysterious Affair at Styles in 1916. Even so, she goes into a surprising amount of fingerprint detail in her debut considering the country wouldn’t have been awash with the forensic documentaries and police procedurals we are all used to today. Before she published her first book, though, we can assume Christie certainly read around this topic in newspapers, and perhaps even sought new information out.

In truth, crime fiction was one of the main ways this type of specialist knowledge was imparted to the general public, and for Agatha – who was an avid reader of Arthur Conan Doyle’s detective stories in particular – Sherlock Holmes would have provided lots of material to work with. Also, more general fiction such as Life on the Mississippi and The Tragedy of Pudd’nhead Wilson by Mark Twain included fingerprinting information. Golden-era writers of crime fiction would largely have been supplied with scientific facts by newspapers, and later on perhaps by books like Modern Criminal Investigation, first published in 1935. But that wouldn’t be an average source for the public; it was really for more specialist circles.

With this in mind, it’s interesting to note that Arthur Conan Doyle was part of a society called the Crimes Club, formed in 1903, which was described as ‘A small group of men who shared an interest in murder’. The Crimes Club was a circle of men – and it was only men – interested in crime, but from various different ‘loosely legal’ backgrounds. Their aim was to learn more about a topic which they felt at that time was largely owned – and sensationalised – by the media. The group included writers as well as law men, coroners and surgeons, and during their very private meetings they frequently hosted guest speakers including the eminent Bernard Spilsbury, already mentioned, a pathologist whose cases were particularly inspiring to Christie – and who invented the ‘crime scene examiner’s kit’ or ‘crime scene bag’ that Agatha had cleverly anticipated in the world of fiction before it became fact. The exclusive Crimes Club met (and still do meet, although under a different name) several times a year for ‘supper and crime’ . . . and I’m happy to report that I’m privileged enough to be a member as it’s no longer a men-only society.

Another group, the Detection Club (the one which required its members to swear an oath upon Eric the Skull), came later, founded in 1930, and was always open to both women and men – but these were all writers of detection fiction only. Anthony Berkeley was instrumental in its founding, basing it on the idea of Conan Doyle’s Crimes Club, and its first president was G. K. Chesterton, who penned the mystery novels featuring the sleuthing cleric Father Brown. Agatha Christie is often cited as being a founder member of the Detection Club, in that she was very likely present at Berkeley’s earlier, intimate dinners which began around 1928 – consisting of just detective fiction writers – and which spawned the idea to create an actual club, with rules, meetings and membership votes. She continued attending and became more and more involved, especially since her marriage had tragically ended two years before. (Martin Edwards, the club’s current president, wrote a whole book about this interesting club’s inception called The Golden Age of Murder, which I highly recommend.) Agatha, as the world’s most popular detective fiction writer, was its president from 1957 right up to her death in 1976, although she did have a co-president as she was very shy and didn’t want to carry out too much public speaking – the duties were split with a couple of other members, a bit like a job-share, over the period of her reign. Given that Eric the Skull had to be touched as part of the initiation into this club, I wonder how many illustrious fingerprints are on him!

In this club, Christie would have discussed very similar topics to the ones addressed by the earlier Crimes Club – including ingenious uses of fingerprints – with her fellow writers, in the same way as Conan Doyle had with his. We know this because Berkeley’s letters of invitation to join the club sent to other crime fiction writers said that they should dine together at specific intervals ‘for the purposes of discussing matters concerned with their craft’.1 Subsequently, in 1936, seven of the Detection Club members released a collection of comprehensive and meticulously researched essays on true murder cases under the title The Anatomy of Murder. Martin Edwards, who is also the club’s archivist, says in his introduction to the 2014 reissue that ‘discussion of real-life murder cases was a feature of Detection Club meetings’,2 indicating this may have been where Christie and her contemporaries found much of their inspiration. How I wish I could have been a fly on the wall during the club’s golden-era existence!

Suffice to say, the Detection Club would prove an incredibly important resource for Agatha’s work going forward as it allowed her to converse with other writers – about crime and fiction – from what was effectively the early stages of her career. They bounced ideas off each other and challenged each other’s craft, and even wrote books together and collaborated on radio broadcasts, earning money to sustain the club and pay for its lavish suppers and ceremonies. And as well as providing this professional benefit it was a valuable personal resource for such a shy and retiring woman, who relished being able to just be herself amongst friends.
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It’s amazing to think that the physical purpose of ridge detail on the fingertips is simply to provide some mammals with friction on surfaces which would otherwise be too smooth for gripping. It’s purely incidental that the patterns created as a by-product have become one of the best forensic identifiers we have.

Fingerprint patterns are formed on the foetus in the early stages of pregnancy. Beginning around week 10 and completed by week 17, the prints a baby is born with remain unchanged their whole life. The exception is when deep tissue damage occurs to the finger pads – such as burning or scarring – which may alter the prints in an unnatural way. Not only are they formed before birth, fingerprints also happen to be one of the last features which remain after death and bodily decomposition, meaning a positive identification can often be made of someone who died several years earlier.

It’s this durability which makes it possible to fingerprint the decomposed dead in a process known colloquially as ‘gloving’, a seemingly gruesome procedure which requires an autopsy or crime scene technician to remove the sloughed-off skin of the fingers or the entire hand of the deceased, wear it over their own latex-clad hand – like a second glove – and ‘print it’ with the correct contours of a fingertip. The technical name for this is a bit of a mouthful: it’s called the Indirect Cadaver Hand Skin-glove Method.

In The Secret Adversary, Agatha Christie’s second published novel and rather unexpectedly a thriller rather than a murder mystery, the leader of a communist gang tells one of his henchmen, ‘You will wear gloves with the fingerprints of a notorious housebreaker,’ presumably so that misleading fingerprints are left at a scene. Although Agatha doesn’t elaborate on how these gloves would be created, it’s possible that a dead man’s sloughed-off hand skin was what she meant when she described them. It’s oddly clairvoyant, since she wrote this book in the early 1920s and yet the first time this procedure was ever mentioned in real life was at a fingerprint conference in 1936, when the method used by the Buenos Aires Police was being described. During this presentation, the pieces of epidermis which had sloughed off the dermis of the corpse were delightfully referred to as ‘skin thimbles’. We’re told: ‘The operator places these “skin thimbles” on his own fingers, protecting himself with rubber gloves. Now the operator acts as he were fingerprinting himself.’3

Because facial recognition can be nigh on impossible in decomposition cases, fingerprinting by using the gloving technique is pivotal in ascertaining the identity of the body, since the process creates an image of the fingerprint just as it appeared in life. It’s particularly useful when the decay process of the deceased involves dehydration and their fingers become desiccated, unmalleable and wrinkled – like the puckered ends of a salami sausage. These are then rehydrated using a mixture of water and fabric softener, a trick known to many forensic practitioners but very infrequently discussed in polite circles. Add this titbit of knowledge to the fact that we also use biological washing powder to strip soft tissue from bones in the lab, and it can really change the way you experience popping on a wash load.

What is Fingerprint Analysis?

The science of fingerprint analysis is also sometimes called ‘dactyloscopy’, a word devised by another forensic pioneer, Juan Vucetich. He was a criminalist originally from Croatia who immigrated to Argentina in the 1880s, and in 1892 was the first person ever to solve a murder using fingerprint evidence. Vucetich’s influence is perhaps why the Argentinian police were so advanced, and were giving instruction on using skin thimbles as early as 1936. The term ‘dactyloscopy’ comes from the Ancient Greek dáktulos which loosely translates as ‘finger’. A recent question on the quiz show The Chase was ‘What is the common name for a “dactylogram”?’ and the answer was, of course, a fingerprint. You just don’t know when you’ll need this kind of knowledge!

In its most basic sense dactyloscopy is an alternative word for ‘fingerprinting’ and involves recording or retrieving an impression left by the friction ridges of a human finger. The reason it’s possible to attribute particular prints to specific individuals lies in the fact that the patterns of these friction ridges have never been found to be the same on two different people, even identical twins. This type of evidence which has unique, individualising characteristics and can point to a particular object or person is termed ‘individual evidence’ or ‘individual characteristics’ – as opposed to ‘class evidence’ or ‘class characteristics’.

The patterns on our finger pads have evolved through primates’ tendency to swing from branches and hold food. It’s incredibly difficult to calculate the chances of two people having the exact same prints, but fingerprint features are highly discriminating and those people employed as examiners are extremely accurate when reaching an identification. They are 99.8 per cent able to ‘tell people apart’ as prints are made up of such an arbitrary combination of several features:


Ridges – The full term is ‘friction ridges’ and these give traction to our fingers. They may seem uselessly minute but paired with the increased number of sweat pores in this type of skin they stop us from being incredibly clumsy. It is these ridges which effectively ‘stamp’ the pattern of a finger pad out as a fingermark.

Furrows – The furrows, conversely, need to exist in order to ensure the friction ridges are raised, but they also create channels for the sweat pores’ secretions to run through so that our fingertips don’t end up too slippery.



These ridges and furrows loop and weave across the surface of our finger pads, creating distinctive random patterns which can’t be duplicated. I remember a craft project in my childhood which involved pouring several colours of oil paint onto the surface of a wide tub of water, swirling them around with a wooden stick, then laying a blank sheet of paper over the top. The resulting marbled image transferred to the paper was intricate, completely haphazard and impossible to exactly replicate. This is how I imagine the formation of fingerprints. It’s their uniqueness that informs the science of ‘ridgeology’ which categorises the patterns that are created when the ridges and furrows are generated on any volar surface (that is another name for the ridged surfaces of fingers, toes, palms and heels – even lips have ridges which can give rise to prints in a process called ‘cheiloscopy’. These have been analysed in a few criminal cases, so think twice before you seal that letter with a loving kiss, especially if that letter is a ransom note . . .).

The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, written by Agatha in 1926, is perhaps the most quintessential golden-age murder mystery ever written in absolutely every way – except one. But it is this one spectacular difference which sets it apart from other books of the era, and which catapulted Agatha Christie into the upper echelons of the genre. In fact, as the ending was so unorthodox and apparently ‘broke the rules’ of the Detection Club’s oath – tongue-in-cheek though they were – there was a movement to expel Agatha from the club entirely! Only a vote by fellow female crime writer, Dorothy L. Sayers, saved her. If this doesn’t make you intrigued to read the book, you don’t need to just take my word for it – in 2013, nearly ninety years after its publication, the British Crime Writers’ Association voted it the best crime novel ever, calling it ‘the finest example of the genre ever penned’. It features typical golden-era elements within the text, such as a floor plan of all the rooms of the house and heavily buried clues, and I’m of the opinion that the only way to do this particular book justice is to read it. Don’t watch an adaptation, don’t listen to an audiobook, don’t even use an e-reading device and deny yourself the pleasure of the rustling pages peppered with nuance: buy a copy of the book and read it. It’s the only way you can ‘read between the lines’ of this clever tale.

In the book, we’re told that Inspector Raglan – who is attempting to solve the stabbing of the unfortunate Mr Ackroyd – examines various enlarged photographs of fingerprints with the characters in the book, and then proceeds to ‘become technical on the subject of loops and whorls’. This effectively tells us that Agatha, too, was familiar with this uniqueness of fingerprints created by the patterns on them, namely loops, whorls, arches and various combinations thereof:


Loops – A loop is made of ridges which flow in from one side, and create a distinct ovoid shape by circling round and leaving via the same side. Because they point one way or the other, a fingerprint will either have ‘radial loops’ (which point to where the radius bone ends: the thumb) or ulnar loops (which point to where the ulna bone ends: the little finger or ‘pinky’). Loops make up about 60 per cent of pattern types.

Whorls – A whorl looks like a whirlpool or swirl, often with a series of complete concentric ovals or circles in the middle. Whorls make up about 35 per cent of fingerprint patterns.

Arches – An arch is like a wave, smooth and rounded at the top, flowing across the finger pad. Just as a doorway or window may have a pronounced, pointy arch or a curved, flatter one, so do fingerprints. Arches can be described as ‘plain’ or ‘tented’, and tented arches – as the name suggests – rise into a much more pronounced point than the plain, flatter arches. These arch patterns make up only 5 per cent of all fingerprints.

[image: illustration]

A basic image of whorls, loops and arches



Take a look at your fingerprints now – it can be quite engrossing! You’ll discern a combination of all these features spread across your ten finger pads. Since loops are the most prolific, you may notice them more than you notice arches, but you may not. Everyone is completely different. These three basic designs can also combine into sub-sets like twinned loops (called double loops in the US), or may be something else entirely, known as ‘accidental’: a pattern that does not conform to that of the arch, loop or whorl and yet possesses characteristics common to all three types. These combinations of ridge endings and bifurcations create endless varieties of patterns across your fingertips.

While it’s certainly possible that one person’s fingerprints may contain elements that are the same as those in another person’s print, it is the whole which is taken into consideration within fingerprint comparison. Initially twelve identical features were required for two different prints to be considered ‘a match’ – that is, a piece of individual evidence – and it was Edmond Locard who proposed this number, known as the ‘minimum number of minutiae’, in 1918. He surmised that if there were twelve details that matched between two fingerprints – in the most obvious example one extracted from a crime scene and one taken from a suspect – it would prove to be a positive identification. In 2001, however, a non-numeric standard was implemented in England and Wales after a series of advisory group meetings. This means there is no simple formula to ascertain the number of minutiae a fingerprint examiner has to find before concluding that two fingerprints ‘match’, and it’s certainly no longer twelve – it’s a process involving experience, statistical knowledge, a discerning eye, computer technology and much, much more. Fingerprint comparison isn’t just a qualitative assumption; probability models and statistical techniques are also used to clarify the likelihood that two prints came from the same person.

[image: illustration]

In The Mysterious Affair at Styles, during a conversation with stalwart friend Arthur Hastings, Poirot asks him if he is a decent judge of ‘finger-marks’, and Hastings admits he knows that no two fingerprints are alike, but that’s as far as his knowledge goes on the topic. Poirot, always the more experienced of the two men, elaborates: ‘I will not describe to you the special apparatus, dusting powder etc which I used. It is a well-known process to the police, and by means of it you can obtain a photograph of the fingerprints of any object in a very short space of time.’ Poirot, we glean through Agatha’s books, was in the Belgian police force before he became a private detective, and it’s interesting that he’s using the term ‘finger-mark’ which is exactly what modern fingerprint specialists do today, despite the fact they’re more generally known as fingerprints by laymen (Agatha is spot-on here). In the above he’s describing the most common use of powder and a brush to make a fingerprint – or fingermark if we’re to be technical – visible in order to photograph it. It’s the most familiar trope which springs to mind when considering fingerprints: the crime scene examiner or CSE ‘dusting for prints’ with a large, powdery brush and transferring them onto what looks like sticky tape, a technique used for what are known as latent prints.

Latent prints come about from the typical transfer of our skin’s secretions and salts, thanks to those extra perspiration pores on finger pads, onto another surface. However, they’re not visible to the naked eye and need to be enhanced in some way to make them discernible. There are several ways to go about this depending on which surface the print was left.

One method is the CSE example given above: gently powdering the printed surface with a soft brush made of natural hair or fibreglass. This technique can be used on most nonporous surfaces like window panes, painted or varnished doors and drinking glasses. During Christie’s reign as Queen of Crime this is the method which would have commonly been used, albeit with only the option of a natural fibre brush (made from goat, squirrel and even camel hair, or possibly bird feathers). Some investigators still use these natural brushes depending on their preference and what surface the print has been left on. Another possible option is to spray the ‘printed’ object with ninhydrin, a compound which reacts with the amino acids in the fingerprint secretions to create purple ‘dabs’ (yet another word for fingerprints used by early crime scene professionals, and indeed mentioned in 1963’s The Clocks). This ninhydrin compound is often used when the printed surface is porous, such as paper, untreated wood and some fabrics, and the process can show up fingermarks which are up to fifteen years old! Although this sounds like science fiction and might be assumed to be a fairly modern technique, the earliest mention of ninhydrin as a ‘valuable reagent for the detection of amino acids’ was in 1910 by Siegfried Ruhemann (the shade which ninhydrin turns these latent prints is therefore known as Ruhemann’s Purple), and it was patented for usage on fingerprints in Britain in 1955, with the US and Germany following suit not long after. It’s possible Agatha was aware of this technique. In Mrs McGinty’s Dead, published just three years before ninhydrin was patented, Poirot actually informs a suspect that ‘there are new scientific methods of bringing up latent fingerprints’. This may have been a few years before the use of ninhydrin on latent prints was patented but it is common with cutting-edge discoveries for news of their development to circulate much earlier, and this innovation is certainly something which we can imagine being discussed at Detection Club meetings.

‘Dusting for prints’ with powder is a technique Christie refers to in many of her books. Like Poirot, William Henry Blore – who features in And Then There Were None – was an ex-police officer. Blore, despite being retired, still carries his fingerprinting kit with him, and powders a suspected murder weapon for fingermarks in the hopes of identifying the murderer who’s been whittling down his group one by one. Considering their professional backgrounds, Blore and Poirot would be expected to be familiar with the processes of taking fingerprints.

Perhaps more surprising is that Christie’s other famous sleuth – the elderly Miss Marple – seems somewhat of an expert herself, despite never having any criminalistic training. Miss Marple really operates in the opposite way to Poirot, hiding the fact that she has her wits about her rather than lauding her ‘little grey cells’ at every turn. She has a unique understanding of human nature, and an opinion of people’s characters that can often be rather bleak, particularly when contrasted with her gentle demeanour, fluffy white hair, sparkling blue eyes and propensity to knit. But this unintentional disguise is what makes Miss Marple privy to information which may otherwise not be so forthcoming. As she says in the penultimate Marple book, Nemesis, ‘I’m very ordinary. An ordinary rather scatty old lady. And that of course is very good camouflage.’ Miss Marple has always known where her strengths lie, right up to the end of her investigating days.

In an early short story, ‘The Tape Measure Murder’, published in 1941, a young inspector tells her: ‘People don’t leave fingerprints and cigarette ash nowadays, Miss Marple.’ Maybe this is why, in ‘The Case of the Perfect Maid’, published a year later, Miss Marple doesn’t leave anything to chance when it comes to evidence, and carries out her only forensic investigation. She assumes that a rather suspicious-acting housemaid won’t be careless enough to leave her own fingerprints all over a scene for the police to find, and decides to retrieve them herself. She plays on her dithering old lady image and characteristically drops her handbag just as the maid in question is seeing her out of the door. When a half-sucked and unwrapped stick of seaside rock tumbles onto the floor, followed by a pocket mirror, the maid seizes the chance to prove what a wonderful help around the home she is by picking up one, then the other, and handing them to the seemingly grateful old lady. But what she couldn’t have guessed is that this sweet rock isn’t tacky because a child enjoyed some of it and popped it into Miss Marple’s bag, as she apologetically tells the housemaid. It was deliberately placed there by Marple herself, along with the mirror, in the hopes of trapping the maid into depositing sticky prints onto the mirror’s shiny surface! Fingermarks that can be deposited in this way are called patent prints – i.e. via a substance which makes them apparent and slightly three-dimensional.

The term ‘patent’ means lying open, as in the phrase ‘patently obvious’, so patent prints are visible to the naked eye, unlike latent prints. The fingermarks many of us may be guilty of leaving visible on stainless steel appliances in the kitchen, however, don’t come into this category as those prints are still made of our own natural secretions. Patent prints are clearly visible due to some additional substance being transferred by the fingertip such as blood, paint, chocolate, ink, red wine, faeces, or in Miss Marple’s case, sticky sweets . . . the list is endless. These can usually be photographed and compared to the known prints without any special retrieval methods being employed.

I wonder if Miss Marple knew them to be called patent prints, or that they could be photographed? Either way, it’s no surprise that she is so respected by head of Scotland Yard Sir Henry Clithering, whom she helps catch many a criminal in the twelve books – and numerous short stories – she features in.

The final type of fingerprints – not featured anywhere in Christie’s works – are called plastic or impressed prints, found where someone has left a 3D imprint of their fingertip in a soft, malleable material like the putty around a window, modelling clay, or candle wax. As with patent prints, they don’t need much additional processing in order to make them visible – they can be detected by the naked eye. Fingerprints have even been discovered on chocolate in true crime cases, so be aware that if you pick up the hard toffee from a variety box of chocs and, realising your mistake, put it back in the hopes of swapping it for a softer one – you may get found out if there is a budding CSI in your family. Usually these prints too are captured using photography, with appropriate lighting to make them clearer for the pictures.

All of the above refers to ‘prints’ and we’re using fingerprints as an example. But of course, this can all apply to palm prints and even heel and toe prints too, although they’re not as commonly retrieved from crime scenes. They are just as admissible in court, however, because of their uniqueness, and maybe Agatha Christie predicted this back in 1926? She has Dr Sheppard in The Murder of Roger Ackroyd comment, ‘If there had been toe marks on the dagger handle, now, that would have been quite a different thing.’

History of Fingerprint Analysis

Historically, the earliest reference to the deliberate, functional use of fingerprints was during the reign of Hammurabi of Babylon, around 1800 BC. Babylonian authors of the time added their prints to cuneiform writing on clay tablets to prevent forgeries, particularly if the writings referred to business transactions like contracts. Babylonia was a state in the historical region of Mesopotamia, an area which Agatha Christie not only visited for archaeological excavations, but also wrote several books about – including, most obviously, Murder in Mesopotamia. Whether she knew that her much-loved fingerprints were originally utilised thousands of years previously in a place she frequently called home, I can only speculate, but I do appreciate the surprising connection it creates between her detective fiction and her archaeological interests. In her autobiography, when speaking of how much she enjoys helping her husband Max excavate in Mesopotamia, she says: ‘The contract tablets are interesting, throwing light on how you sell yourself into slavery, or the conditions under which you adopt a son,’4 so there’s every chance she saw the very first fingerprints used to identify individuals but perhaps didn’t know how this linked to their significance in forensic science. She didn’t consider herself to be a ‘scientific enough digger’ and spent most of her time photographing and cleaning finds, but her husband Max disagreed, saying, ‘Don’t you realise that at this moment you know more about pre-historic pottery than almost any woman in England.’5
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