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Thomas Neill Cream in 1874, when he was a medical student at McGill University in Montreal (McCord Museum I-99949)
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When a doctor does go wrong he is the first of criminals.
He has nerve and he has knowledge.

—Sherlock Holmes, in Arthur Conan Doyle,
“The Adventure of the Speckled Band,” 1892

Dr. Thomas Neill Cream must surely be the greatest monster
of iniquity the century has seen.

—News of the World (London), October 23, 1892
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A Note to Readers
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This is the true story of a serial killer who preyed on women in London, Chicago, and Canada more than a century ago. None of the dialogue, scenes, or details have been invented or embellished. Every word enclosed in quotation marks is drawn from a court or police file; a newspaper report, memoir, or historical study; or a letter or other document preserved in an archive or museum. Wording and spellings within quotations have been preserved, uncorrected, so the past can speak directly to the present.
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Prologue
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Ghosts

{Joliet, Illinois • July 1891}

The iron door of the Illinois State Penitentiary in Joliet groaned open and spat a haggard-looking man into the world he had left almost a decade earlier. It was the final day of July 1891, a clear-sky Friday. High above the man’s head, atop the gray limestone walls of the penitentiary forty miles southwest of Chicago, men in blue coats toting Winchester rifles watched him walk away. If this had been an escape, a single guard could have pumped sixteen bullets into his back without reloading.

Thomas Neill Cream’s hollow cheeks and sharp-edged features were the legacy of years at hard labor and stints in the mind-crushing hell of solitary confinement. He had traded his zebra-striped prison uniform for a new suit—a modest gift, like the ten dollars in his pocket, from the State of Illinois. His few belongings were stuffed into a pillowcase. He was also entitled to a train ticket to his place of conviction, but it’s unlikely he had a desire to return to Belvidere, a city in northern Illinois. Staff at the prison—known as Joliet—stopped cropping an inmate’s hair in the weeks before release and the men could grow a mustache or beard, helping them blend in. But the practice had made little difference to Cream, who was almost completely bald. Besides, after marching day after day in lockstep with fellow inmates—pressed together, single file, inching along like a giant striped caterpillar—many walked with the shuffling gait that betrayed them as former inmates. “The stripes,” noted Joliet’s warden, Robert McClaughry, “show through his citizen’s clothes.”
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The Illinois State Penitentiary in Joliet (Author Collection)

Cream had been inside for nine years and 273 days. Chester Arthur had just become president, replacing the assassinated James Garfield, when he began serving his sentence in November 1881. Grover Cleveland had won and lost the presidency in the meantime and now Benjamin Harrison occupied the White House. People who peered into the eyepiece of a prototype of Edison’s kinetoscope, unveiled a few weeks earlier, were astounded to see moving images. The telephone, a novelty in the early 1880s, was now installed in almost a quarter-million American homes and offices. In Springfield, Massachusetts, brothers Charles and J. Frank Duryea were tinkering with a prototype they called the “Motor Wagon”—America’s first gasoline-powered automobile.

Even crime fighting had changed during Cream’s confinement. A few years before his release, an array of odd-looking calipers and measuring sticks had arrived at Joliet. Calibrated in centimeters and milli- meters—metric-system increments rarely used in the United States—the devices were designed to precisely record the size of specific parts of the body. This pioneering system of identifying criminals bore a name as strange and foreign as the tools it required: bertillonage.

The system was based on eleven measurements, including a person’s overall height, the width of the head, the dimensions of the ear, the size of the left foot and the forearm, and the length of the middle and ring fingers. Subjects were also measured in a sitting position and with their arms outstretched. While two men might be found to have the same-sized foot, the chances of multiple measurements being identical were remote, and the odds of finding two subjects with identical sets of all eleven measurements was estimated at one in more than four million. To make a misidentification even more unlikely, the subject’s face was photographed, and eye color and any tattoos or scars were recorded. The system “renders the identification of felons and chronic law breakers . . . an absolute certainty,” claimed Joliet’s records clerk, Sidney Wetmore. “Mistake is impossible.”

Bertillonage was touted as a scientific solution to a challenge that had long faced the police and the courts: how to identify recidivists, ensuring they did not receive the more lenient treatment afforded first-time offenders. Some police forces and prison officials had already begun to photograph those arrested or incarcerated. Police in Birmingham, England, had led the way in the 1850s, marching suspects to a photographic studio to pose for some of the earliest mug shots. The practice was well established at Joliet by the time Cream arrived in 1881, and his photograph was added to the prison’s ever-expanding rogues’ gallery. Illinois law demanded that repeat offenders be identified and punished accordingly—a conviction for a second serious offense carried a minimum fifteen-year prison term, while third offenders faced at least twenty years. But photographs were not a foolproof method for keeping tabs on criminals. Facial features changed as an offender aged, and growing a mustache or beard might be enough to alter a man’s appearance and make identification difficult. Since mug shots were filed under the offender’s name, an enterprising criminal could simply adopt an alias, and many did.

Enter Alphonse Bertillon, a clerk at the headquarters of the Paris police who grew weary of filing reports containing brief and vague references to an offender’s appearance. Thanks to his father, a noted anthropologist, Bertillon was familiar with anthropometry, the scientific study of the measurements and proportions of the human body. One day in 1879, as he shuffled paper, he realized that recording a criminal’s exact anthropometric measurements should make it easy to identify repeat offenders. His superiors, however, scoffed at the idea that science could be used to fight crime. Three years passed before Bertillon was permitted to begin taking measurements of suspects to test his theory. Within a year he had identified enough recidivists to prove the system worked. France’s national prison system adopted bertillonage in 1885; police forces and penal institutions in other European countries soon signed on.

Robert McClaughry, Joliet’s forward-thinking warden, brought bertillonage to the United States. Recording body measurements became part of Joliet’s intake routine for new inmates in 1887, and McClaughry encouraged other prisons to adopt the system to catch repeat offenders. “It substitutes certainty for uncertainty,” he asserted, “a thoroughly reliable identification for the shrewd guess of the detective, or the scarcely more reliable testimony of the photograph.” Police forces and prison officials across the country embraced the new crime-fighting technology. Within a decade, 150 American police forces and prisons were using the system. Possessing a set of Bertillon’s tools, one American criminologist would note, “became the distinguishing mark of the modern police organization.”

But bertillonage had its drawbacks—and its detractors. Carefully measuring feet, ears, and fingers of offenders like Thomas Neill Cream was a time-consuming process and skilled, trained technicians were needed to ensure the results were accurate. Tools became worn or bent through constant use, producing results that could match an innocent man to the crimes of someone of similar size and build. Since the premise underlying the entire system was that bone size remained constant, bertillonage could not be used to keep track of offenders who had not reached maturity. And there was no central registry, making it difficult to trace a suspect who refused to reveal where he had lived or worked before his arrest. Some prison officials also questioned the fairness of keeping detailed records of men who had served their time and might never break the law again. McClaughry’s counterargument, that the records were checked only when a former inmate reoffended, highlighted the system’s most serious flaw—finding matching measurements simply proved that a suspect in custody had a criminal record. Unlike fingerprints, which were still years away from being accepted as a forensic tool, Bertillon records could not link an unknown offender to the scene of a crime. “No man can be pursued by the police or by any detective,” McClaughry admitted at a national meeting of wardens in 1890, “by means of this system.”

When Cream emerged from behind the walls of Joliet in the summer of 1891, there was little to connect him with his dark, murderous past. He was a doctor from Canada who had earned a license to practice from one of the world’s most respected medical colleges. He was also a new kind of killer, choosing victims at random and killing without remorse. A cold-blooded fiend who murdered, the Chicago Daily Tribune would later declare in disbelief, “simply for the sake of murder.” A serial killer, and one of the most brutal and prolific in history. Herman Webster Mudgett, a doctor who went by the name H. H. Holmes, killed at least nine people and would come to be considered one of America’s first serial killers. But by the time Holmes claimed his first victim in 1891, and long before the infamous Jack the Ripper terrorized London in 1888, Cream was suspected of killing as many as six people, most of them deliberately poisoned with tainted medicine. His latest victim had been the husband of his mistress, and this was the murder that had consigned him to a hovel-like cell in Joliet. His earlier victims—two in Canada, including his wife, and three more in Chicago—were young women who were pregnant and desperate to induce an abortion; they had made the tragic mistake of trusting their doctor with their lives.
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Thomas Neill Cream shortly after his release from prison in 1891 (Science and Society Picture Library, London, image 10658277)

In an era when police investigations were often cursory and forensic science was in its infancy, detectives lacked the tools and expertise needed to track down such a formidable foe. Few could imagine such monsters existed. But this only partly explains how Cream had gotten away with murder in two countries before he finally had been locked up in Joliet. Cream’s credentials and professional status, bungled investigations, corrupt police and justice officials, failed prosecutions, and missed opportunities allowed him to kill, again and again.

The thin paper trail documenting Cream’s shocking crimes was scattered from small-town Canada to Illinois, with only fading memories, forgotten court files, and yellowing newspaper clippings to connect the dots. The Bertillon identification system, cutting-edge technology for its time, was powerless to prevent a convicted criminal from vanishing like a ghost. If a former inmate wanted to disappear after his release, to hide his past—as Cream most certainly did—all he had to do was change his name.
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“The First
of Criminals”

London • 1891
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“A Great Sin-Stricken City”

A man clad in a mackintosh to outsmart the day’s showers, a top hat covering his bald head, turned up at the door of a townhouse at 103 Lambeth Palace Road. His name was Thomas Neill, he told the landlady, and he was in search of lodgings. He took the upper-floor room at the back. It was October 7, 1891, and Cream was back in Lambeth, a downtrodden maze of grimy slums and smoky factories across the Thames from the Gothic splendor of the Houses of Parliament. It was a London neighborhood he knew well: his rooming house stood opposite St. Thomas’ Hospital, where he had been a medical student more than a decade earlier. He could not help but notice that a new building, just downriver from the tower of Big Ben, had been erected since his last visit. Faced with bands of red brick and white stone and set on a foundation of granite quarried by inmates of Dartmoor and other prisons, it was the new headquarters of the Metropolitan Police, better known as Scotland Yard.

Cream was in the heart of the world’s largest city, the capital of an empire at its zenith. Swaths of scarlet on globes and maps staked Britain’s claim to the far-flung colonies and territories—and tens of millions of people—under Queen Victoria’s rule. London was a sprawling metropolis of more than five million, a glittering bastion of wealth and power built on a foundation of poverty, crime, and desperation. Church spires and the giant teapot dome of St. Paul’s Cathedral pointed skyward from a sea of slate roofs and chimneys belching black coal smoke. A chaos of carriages, freight wagons, and horse-drawn omnibuses clogged the main streets. At night, the sidewalks became a sea of bowlers and wide-brimmed feathered hats as men and women passed like ghosts through a netherworld of flickering gaslight and sinister fog. Pickpockets shouldered their way into the crowds in search of watches and billfolds. Prostitutes scanned the audiences at West End theaters and music halls in search of customers or strolled the adjacent Strand, transforming the busy thoroughfare, one observer lamented, into “one of the scandals of London.” Enclaves of the rich and privileged rubbed shoulders with foul, dangerous slums like Whitechapel where, just three years before, the notorious Jack the Ripper had brutally murdered five women. To an editor at the city’s Daily Chronicle, London was a modern Sodom and Gomorrah, “a great sin-stricken city.”
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The Strand in 1890. The busy thoroughfare became one of Cream’s London haunts. (Science and Society Picture Library, London, image 10436070)

Lambeth rivaled Whitechapel as one of the city’s poorest, dirtiest, and most crime-ridden neighborhoods. Not even the police were safe—one bobby, a rookie on one of his first patrols, confronted a group of Lambeth thugs and was thrown through a plate-glass window. When the journalist Henry Mayhew set out to expose London’s nineteenth-century underworld, he headed for the “well-known rookery of young thieves in London.” Children as young as five, he discovered, roamed the streets in ragged clothing, stealing to survive. “Fagin, Bill Sikes, and Oliver Twist would have all seemed quite at home in Victorian Lambeth,” the celebrated author Simon Winchester has written. “This was Dickensian London writ large.”

Lambeth’s industries choked the air with smoke and soot. Maudslay’s foundry forged parts for the steam engines, pumps, and other mechanical marvels that powered the Victorian Age. Earthenware jugs, chimney pots, and drainpipes were fired in Henry Doulton’s famous pottery works. Overhead, trains puffed and clacked on elevated rail lines that sliced through the heart of the neighborhood. Their destination was Waterloo Station, one of the city’s major terminals. Thousands of people—commuters who worked in the city, travelers bound for points in southern England, steamship passengers newly arrived from abroad via Southampton—passed through its doors every day. Even the dead disturbed the living. London’s cemeteries were so overcrowded that a special railway, the Necropolis line, shunted corpses from a local station to graveyards south of the city. Lambeth, the London historian Peter Ackroyd would note, “was, in every sense, a dumping ground.”

It was also considered the “most lurid and beastly” of the city’s red-light districts. The neighborhood surrounding Waterloo Station, a magnet for streetwalkers, became known as Whoreterloo. Brickwork supports for the station’s elevated tracks offered secluded spots where business could be transacted—the succession of “dark, damp arches,” one resident complained, “encouraged the more disreputable of the population.”
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Prostitutes were described as “unfortunates” in the press, but some of the women working in the brothels, propositioning men on the street, or picking up clients at the Canterbury, Gatti’s, and other Lambeth music halls considered themselves fortunate. Life was precarious for young women from poor, struggling families. A sudden misfortune—the death of a parent or husband, the breakup of a marriage or relationship, losing a low-paying job as a maid or toiling in a factory—could leave them to fend for themselves. Some working-class women turned to prostitution, the British academic Kathryn Hughes noted in an exploration of Victorian life and attitudes, when “the usual ways in which they got an income from their bodies—by working as a milliner, or a domestic or a factory hand—had come up short.” Selling sex, even for a few weeks or months, might be their only option, and it offered something most women, regardless of their social standing, were denied in the Victorian world: income and independence. One Lambeth prostitute told Mayhew she earned as much as four pounds a week, far more than she had made “workin’ and slavin’” as a servant in Birmingham.

Prostitutes seemed to be everywhere in Lambeth. There were “more women in the street than ever, and they are more brazen and persistent,” complained Rev. G. E. Asker of St. Andrew’s Church. Even he was being propositioned as he walked through the neighborhood. “The brothels are many of the perfect hells,” Asker added. “Shrieks and cries, ‘murder’ and so on, frequently are heard.”

For Lambeth’s newest resident, it would be a perfect hunting ground.
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Mary Cream was only fourteen when her oldest brother left home to attend medical school. She remembered fragments of his troubled life—mentions of his stints as a doctor in Ontario and Chicago, his conviction for murder. When she saw him again in Quebec City in the summer of 1891, for the first time in close to two decades, she could scarcely believe what he had become. “He was most wild and excitable,” she remembered. “Not right in his mind.”

Cream had arrived in Quebec City on August 2, shortly after his release from Joliet. His family had emigrated from Scotland to Canada when he was four and settled in the capital of the province of Quebec. His father, William Cream, had managed a major timber exporting firm, amassing a fortune by the time of his death in 1887. Cream spent almost six weeks in the city, staying at the home of his brother Daniel. Relatives began calling him Thomas Neill. “He wished and decided to drop the Cream,” noted Thomas Davidson, a Quebec businessman and family friend, “on account of his unfortunate troubles.” No one seemed to suspect he might have other motives for changing his name.

“His actions at times were that of an unsound mind,” Jessie Read, Daniel Cream’s wife, would recall. “He would change countenance and appear as another man,” excited and manic at one moment, quiet and vacant-eyed the next. Davidson, who attributed Cream’s “mental derangement” and “unbalanced” mind to his long imprisonment, was appalled when Thomas lashed out “in a most scandalous manner” at one of his sisters, possibly Mary Cream, calling her a streetwalker and a liar. These “atrocious slanders,” Davidson later noted, were repeated in a letter Thomas fired off to his sister’s friends.

Davidson and Daniel Cream devised a plan to send him abroad. A fresh start, they reasoned, might improve Thomas’s mental as well as physical health. It would, at least, free them from the strain of dealing with his erratic and abusive behavior. As executors of William Cream’s will, Daniel and Davidson withdrew a sum from the estate—the equivalent of twenty-three thousand US dollars today—that would help get Thomas back on his feet. Daniel considered sending him to Glasgow, near his birthplace in Barony, perhaps to visit relatives there. They settled on London, a city Cream knew from his days at St. Thomas’ Hospital in the late 1870s. A transatlantic steamer could deliver him to Liverpool in just over a week, but they opted to dispatch him on a slower, sail-powered ship. “We believed,” Davidson explained later, “that the long sea voyage and the complete change of scene would restore him to both mental and bodily health.”

On September 9, the night before he was to sail to England, Cream wrote a will. He claimed to be “of sound mind” and, oddly, named his sister-in-law, Jessie Read, as his executor and sole heir. In the event of his death, she would inherit all his property as well as anything he might be owed from the estates of his deceased parents. Did Cream feel a sense of imminent doom, that he would not be returning from England? The two-paragraph will, written in the neat, upright lettering that would soon be familiar to Scotland Yard detectives, offered no insights into his motives.

He left Quebec City the next morning. On October 1, after a twenty-day voyage, he scribbled a note to Daniel Cream, announcing his arrival in England.
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Cream became a regular at Gatti’s Adelaide Gallery Restaurant on the Strand. The restaurant’s decor was elegant—vaulted ceilings, stained glass, ornate plasterwork, a palette of blue and gold—and it was a favorite of the theater crowd. Actors and playwrights from nearby playhouses claimed many of its marble-top tables. One day, when most of the seats were taken, he shared a table with another man.

He introduced himself as Thomas Neill. He was educated, tastefully dressed, and “well informed and travelled, as men go,” the other diner recalled. They shared meals many times, with Cream preferring bread and cheese, washed down with beer or gin, to the plovers’ eggs and other delicacies on the menu. He spoke about how much he enjoyed attending the city’s music halls. He talked about money and seemed obsessed with poisons. But most of the time, he talked about women.

“His language about them was far from tolerable or agreeable,” his dining companion had to admit. Cream carried around a collection of pornographic photographs, which he delighted in showing to his new friend and to other diners. He was restless and fidgety and could not stand still, even when drinking at the restaurant’s bar. And he was always chewing something—gum, tobacco, or the end of a cigar, his jaws “moving mechanically like a cow chewing the cud.” He seemed wary of every patron and waiter who approached his table. He rarely smiled, and his laugh sounded forced and fake, as if he were the villain in a melodrama. And people could not help but notice that his left eye turned inward, giving him a crazed, sinister look. Cream later claimed he had come to London to consult an eye specialist, and one of his first stops after his arrival had been the office of a Fleet Street optician. James Aitchison diagnosed his condition as hypermetropia, or farsightedness—his eyes focused improperly, blurring his vision and causing severe headaches. Cream had been suffering from the condition since childhood, Aitchison concluded, and had needed glasses for years. He supplied two pairs of spectacles to correct his vision.

The more his dining companion learned about Cream, the more troubled he became. “He was exceedingly vicious, and seemed to live for nothing but the gratification of his passions,” he remembered. “His tastes and habits were of the most depraved order.” And he made no secret of his drug use. Cream was constantly taking pills, three or four at a time, that he said contained cocaine and morphine as well as strychnine, a deadly poison used in minute quantities as a stimulant in medicines. The pills relieved his headaches, he said. They were also, he seemed delighted to add, an aphrodisiac.

Getting narcotics and poisons in London, Cream had discovered, was easy. He called at a chemist’s shop on Parliament Street—just around the corner from Scotland Yard’s new headquarters—and identified himself as a doctor from America, visiting the city to take courses at St. Thomas’ Hospital. The clerk, John Kirkby, could not find the name Thomas Neill in the shop’s register of licensed physicians. “I am not in the habit of selling poisons to persons whose names I cannot find in the register,” he would say later. Access to poisons was restricted by law, and if Cream could not prove he was a doctor, he should have been required to produce someone known to the pharmacist to vouch for him. But Kirkby made an exception and took this new customer at his word. He filled Cream’s orders for opium and strychnine several times that fall. When Cream asked for empty gelatin capsules of a size not in general use in Britain, Kirkby helpfully tracked them down from a supplier. Doctors and druggists filled them with medicine too bitter tasting to be taken on its own.

Cream did not say how he intended to use the strychnine or the hard-to-find capsules. Kirkby did not ask.
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“Detective-Fever”

Do you feel an uncomfortable heat at the pit of your stomach, Sir? and a nasty thumping at the top of your head? . . .” Gabriel Betteredge, the head servant in the household of Lady Verinder, asks another character in the 1868 novel The Moonstone. “You’re certain to catch it. . . . I call it the detective-fever.”

Wilkie Collins’s story of intrigue and a priceless stolen diamond (the Moonstone of the title) introduced one of the earliest professional detectives in English literature, Sergeant Cuff of the London police. “When it comes to unraveling a mystery there isn’t the equal in England,” readers are assured, and his first order of business in The Moonstone is a meticulous examination of the room where the gem had been stored. “In all my experience along the dirtiest ways of this dirty little world,” he snaps when a colleague doubts the value of a piece of evidence, “I have never met with such a thing as a trifle yet.” “I don’t suspect,” he states with confidence at another point in his investigation. “I know.” Betteredge, who observes Cuff as he makes his inquiries, is soon infected with the mystery-solving bug.

So was the Victorian public. Crime and murder were obsessions in the nineteenth century. “Nothing,” proclaimed one London news dealer, “beats a stunning good murder.” Readers craved “sensations” and the vicarious thrill of peering into an abyss of wickedness and scandal at a safe distance. One British social historian has likened it to a form of pornography—a guilty pleasure that could be indulged in newspapers, books, and plays. Writers scrambled to produce novels based on the latest outrage, while London’s theater promoters sometimes brought crimes to the stage before the real-life offender had stood trial. Souvenir hunters could buy ceramic figurines depicting killers and victims. The mainstream press, taking its cue from the Illustrated Police News and other lucrative crime-filled publications, offered lurid accounts of brutal deaths and the trials that followed. Apologies might be offered if readers had to make do with disappointing accounts of “commonplace murders.” In 1861 one London publication, The Spectator, surveyed the previous week’s highlights in the British courts: accounts of two women poisoning their children; a lodger who murdered his landlady; a doctor who performed a fatal abortion; and a man accused of trying to kill his son in a dispute over an inheritance. Otherwise, the paper noted, “the week has been a dull one.”

Murder was a spectacle that could be enjoyed in person as well. People flocked to crime scenes, hoping to catch a glimpse of the house or alley where a murder had been committed. They descended on London’s Central Criminal Court, the Old Bailey, jostling for seats so they could witness the ritual of trial and conviction. The satirical magazine Punch poked fun at the voyeurism of the times, publishing a mock dispatch from a trial in progress: “Dear me! If it isn’t more exciting than the Opera,” a woman exclaimed to a friend. “What makes it more delightful, it’s all true.”

Tens of thousands often turned out to witness the final act in the tragedy—the execution of the offender. These morbid vigils persisted even after public hangings were banned in Britain in 1868. Raucous crowds continued to gather outside prisons on the day of an execution and erupted into cheers when a murderer’s demise was confirmed. Those denied a chance to see the culprit hang could visit Madame Tussaud’s London museum, where the Chamber of Horrors featured the wax likenesses of infamous murderers. The English essayist Thomas De Quincey satirized the bloodlust in an essay with the provocative title “On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts.” “Something more goes to the composition of a fine murder than two blockheads to kill and be killed—a knife—a purse—and a dark lane,” he wrote in Blackwood’s Magazine. The masses might be satisfied by “a copious effusion of blood,” but “the enlightened connoisseur is more refined in his taste.”
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The creation of London’s Metropolitan Police in 1829 and its detective branch in the 1840s introduced a new player to this spectacle of crime and punishment: the professional investigator. Charles Dickens had been the first to popularize the work of Scotland Yard’s detectives. He lauded their “unusual intelligence” and their powers of “keen observation and quick perception” in an 1850 magazine article. One, Inspector Charles Field, became the model for Mr. Bucket, the investigator featured a few years later in Dickens’s novel Bleak House. The “steady-looking, sharp-eyed” Bucket sized up situations and read people with ease. “Nothing,” Dickens wrote, “escapes him.”

Wilkie Collins, too, found inspiration in the ranks of the detective branch. Sergeant Cuff was modeled on Detective Inspector Jonathan Whicher of Scotland Yard—they even shared a passion for gardening—and the plot of The Moonstone was based on one of Whicher’s most famous and puzzling cases, the murder of a child in 1860 at a country estate, Road Hill House. But Dickens and Collins were latecomers to the detective story. Edgar Allan Poe had created the genre in the early 1840s, as the first detectives were hitting the streets of London, in “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” and other stories featuring C. Auguste Dupin, an amateur sleuth who used logic and reason to solve mysteries and crimes. But the greatest fictional detective of them all emerged in the 1880s, from the imagination of an Edinburgh-born doctor determined to carve out a new career as a writer. Arthur Conan Doyle combined the logical mind of Poe’s Dupin with the observational skills and rapid-fire deductions of a real-life doctor, Joseph Bell, who had been one of his instructors in medical school. He embodied his “new idea of the detective” in an iconic character the world would soon know as Sherlock Holmes.

[image: Images]

Doctor turned writer Arthur Conan Doyle created his iconic character Sherlock Holmes—“a new idea of the detective”—in the mid-1880s. (Author Collection)

Holmes and his crime-solving partner, Dr. John Watson, made their debut in 1887 in A Study in Scarlet, a murder mystery first published in the magazine Beeton’s Christmas Annual and later released as a book. A critic in the Edinburgh newspaper The Scotsman hailed it as an entrancing tale that proved “the true detective should work by observation and deduction.” The story established the universe that would become familiar to millions of readers. Holmes and Dr. Watson, who serves as narrator, share a flat at 221b Baker Street, where they hold court for a succession of desperate clients and befuddled Scotland Yard detectives. Holmes displays his formidable powers of observation and reveals details about his visitors before they have a chance to speak. He describes himself as a “consulting detective”: when the police are stumped in their efforts to solve a crime, they come to him for help. “They lay all the evidence before me, and I am generally able,” he assures Dr. Watson, “by the help of my knowledge of the history of crime, to set them straight.”

A second Holmes adventure, The Sign of the Four (a title later shortened to The Sign of Four), was a tale of murder, betrayal, and lost treasure published in England and the United States in 1890. “Among detective stories,” an American reviewer correctly predicted, it was “bound to become a classic.” By now readers knew that Holmes was an expert in chemicals and poisons, had published a book on the arcane subject of distinguishing varieties of cigar ash, and maintained an encyclopedia-like index of crimes and criminals. They had tagged along as he scoured crime scenes, magnifying glass in hand, in search of boot prints, traces of mud and blood, and other clues. Most of all, they watched him upstage the hapless Inspector Lestrade and other plodding Scotland Yard detectives. When London’s police were “out of their depths”—which, Holmes observes with disdain in The Sign of the Four, was “their normal state”—he comes to the rescue. “You have brought detection as near an exact science,” notes Watson, “as it ever will be brought in this world.”

Conan Doyle revived Holmes and Dr. Watson in the summer of 1891, shortly before Thomas Neill Cream’s arrival in London, for a series of short stories published in the Strand Magazine. The wide audience and serialized approach made Holmes a sensation. The public’s appetite for murder and detective stories, the crime fiction expert John Curran would note, became “almost insatiable.” Newsstands and booksellers were besieged by readers eager to pay sixpence for the latest issue and the latest Holmes adventure. “The scenes at the railway bookstalls,” one onlooker recalled, “were worse than anything I ever saw at a bargain sale.” Libraries adjusted their hours to accommodate the growing legions of Holmes fans, staying open late on the third Thursday of the month, the Strand’s publication day, so patrons could devour the latest adventure. By one estimate, two million people—out of a literate population of about seventeen million in England at the time—were reading the Strand. Major newspapers across the United States republished each installment, earning the detective an American following.

Holmes was the perfect fictional hero for an era when unraveling mysteries became a guilty pleasure. Readers were “less interested in what crimes were committed,” the British historian and literary critic Judith Flanders has noted, “than in how they were solved.” Cream, who would soon take a keen interest in the work of London detectives, may have been among the many readers who caught “detective-fever” from the pages of The Moonstone, Bleak House, and Poe’s stories—all were on the shelves of the Illinois State Penitentiary’s library.
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While Dickens and Collins had portrayed Scotland Yard detectives as clever, even heroic figures, Conan Doyle’s Lestrade helped perpetuate a new stereotype: the policeman as the bumbling fool. In story after story the detective overlooked clues, chased the wrong suspect, or appealed to Holmes—the self-proclaimed “last and highest court of appeal in detection”—for help in solving a baffling case. In one Strand Magazine offering, Holmes berates the inspector for allowing onlookers to tramp around the body of a murder victim “like a herd of buffalo,” almost obliterating the killer’s boot prints. Advertisements for the Strand stories, reinforcing the image that the “official police” were incompetent, touted Holmes’s ability to solve cases that “defied the best talent of Scotland Yard—a ‘talent’ for which he had a considerable amount of contempt.” Others heaped scorn on the police. In productions staged in London’s music halls, officers were portrayed as villains or made the butt of jokes. The press was often hostile, especially if an investigation into a high-profile crime appeared to stall. Outraged editorials and angry letters to the editor demanded arrests and questioned the competence of the police. Punch ridiculed Scotland Yard’s “Defective Department” while the Pall Mall Gazette questioned the intelligence of detectives and “muddled-headed” bobbies alike.

Scotland Yard detectives bristled when they read or heard the name Sherlock Holmes. Historians of the force record their resentment at being depicted as “inept bunglers with a chronic need for the help of a consulting detective,” which gave the impression that “fools flourished at Scotland Yard.” The Police Review, a pro-police trade journal weary of Conan Doyle’s persistent “sarcasm at the expense of Scotland Yard,” chided the author for “circulating mischievous popular fallacies” about the methods and competence of its detectives. Conan Doyle, for his part, seemed to realize the impact of his stories and, privately at least, defended the Yard’s image. “My experience of British police,” he once noted, “is that they are much more efficient than they seem.”

The adventures of Holmes and Dr. Watson made detection look easy, like a genteel parlor game anyone could play. Catching criminals in the real world, however, required more than “the exercise of pure reason,” a knack for spotting details, or “flashing deductions,” grumbled Frederick Wensley, who joined the Metropolitan Police in the late 1880s as a constable in Lambeth and who rose to the rank of inspector. It took hard work, patience and resourcefulness to gather evidence and build a case that would stand up in court. “It is in getting all the facts,” Wensley insisted, “that a detective proves himself.”
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Fiction would soon collide with fact as a doctor from America returned to his old haunts in London. Thomas Neill Cream would become one of the era’s greatest sensations and challenge the investigative skills of Scotland Yard’s detectives. In “The Adventure of the Speckled Band,” one of the Sherlock Holmes stories featured in the Strand Magazine in the winter of 1891–92, Dr. Grimesby Roylott trains a venomous yellow snake with brown spots (the “speckled band” of the title) to enter a locked room, kill his stepdaughter, and escape without leaving a trace. Only a medical man with knowledge of toxins and their deadly effects, Holmes believes, could plan and execute such a near-perfect crime. “When a doctor does go wrong he is the first of criminals,” he tells Watson. “He has nerve and he has knowledge.”

Holmes’s observation that doctors who kill were “the first of criminals” was about to prove eerily prophetic.




3
[image: Image]
Ellen Donworth

{London • October 13, 1891}

She was leaning against a wall on Lambeth’s Waterloo Road, opposite the redbrick turret of the Wellington public house. A steady stream of people crossed in front of her, emerging from Waterloo Station or rushing in the opposite direction to catch a train. It was a wet, bone-chilling October night. Gales and heavy rain had battered London all day, ripping boats from their moorings along the Thames and uprooting trees in city parks. But Ellen Donworth seemed to take no notice of the weather. Men stopped, spoke to her, and then accompanied her to a house a few steps away on a side street. After fifteen minutes or so, she was back at her post.

James Styles was standing outside the pub at a quarter till eight when Donworth pitched forward onto the pavement. He ran to help. Her face was cut and bruised from the fall. A passing bobby stopped as well and asked if she needed medical attention. “I want to get home,” she said. Styles walked her to her room at 8 Duke Street. She was in pain and staggered as they walked the third of a mile, past the tenement blocks lining Stamford Street. Her body trembled. Her face twitched.

The spasms continued after she was put to bed. Donworth’s landlady and Annie Clements, a fellow lodger, came to her aid. Sometimes she was “perfectly sensible,” Styles recalled. Sometimes it took the three of them to hold her arms and legs as her body shook and lurched.

“A tall, dark, cross-eyed man gave me something to drink,” Donworth told Clements. The bottle contained “some white stuff.”

John Johnson, a medical assistant summoned from a nearby clinic, thought he recognized the cause of the severe, intermittent convulsions. Strychnine poisoning. “She had all the symptoms of it,” he recalled. She had to be taken to the hospital. Immediately. “Let me die at home,” Donworth protested. She was bundled into a cab for the half-mile ride to St. Thomas’. By the time the carriage arrived, she was dead.

George Percival Wyatt, coroner for the counties of London and Surrey, convened an inquest at the hospital two days later, on October 15. A picture emerged of a short, hard life. Donworth was only nineteen, the jury was told, the daughter of a laborer. Pregnant at sixteen, she had left home to live with the child’s father, Ernest Linnell, who was a teenager as well. The child died soon after it was born. Linnell worked odd jobs; Donworth was hired to paste labels onto bottles in one of Lambeth’s factories. But by the fall of 1891 both had been unemployed for months.

What did they live on? Wyatt asked as Linnell told his story. “She used to walk the streets,” he confessed, “and bring the money home.” The revelation set off murmurs in the hearing room. Not only was Donworth a prostitute, one newspaper noted with disdain, but in addition Linnell had been living on “the proceeds of the girl’s degradation.”

An autopsy revealed no obvious cause of death. The inquest was adjourned to allow Dr. Thomas Kelloch, the house physician at St. Thomas’, to test the contents of Donworth’s stomach.
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L Division of the Metropolitan Police, which patrolled the Lambeth district, opened a file on the case on October 19. Officers questioned prostitutes who had seen Donworth enter the house near Waterloo Station with three men in the hour before she collapsed. All three looked like tradesmen, and none resembled Donworth’s description of the man who gave her a drink. “Police have ascertained that she could not be in the company of a tall dark man,” Chief Inspector Colin Chisholm noted, “from the time she left home until she was found in Waterloo Road.”
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The Houses of Parliament and Westminster Bridge from the Lambeth side of the Thames. St. Thomas’ Hospital is on the right. (Author Collection)

When the inquest resumed on October 22, Dr. Kelloch confirmed she had been poisoned. His analysis of her stomach found strychnine and traces of morphine. A few more details emerged about the tall, cross-eyed man. Annie Clements said Donworth had received two letters from him, and he had arranged to meet her the night she died. The letters had disappeared—Clements believed the man had asked Donworth to return them. The writing on the envelopes was neat, she testified, “more like a lady’s than a gentleman’s.”

Coroner Wyatt did not realize it yet, but he had seen the same handwriting a few days earlier. He had received a strange letter claiming Donworth had been murdered:

To G. P. Wyatt, Esq., Coroner,

I am writing to say that if you and your satellites fail to bring the murderer of Ellen Donworth, alias Ellen Linnell, late of 8, Duke Street, to justice, I am willing to give you such assistance as will bring the murderer to justice, provided your Government is willing to pay me £300,000 for my services; no pay unless successful.

It was signed A. O’Brien, Detective. Three hundred thousand pounds was a ludicrous figure—tens of millions of dollars in today’s terms. Wyatt assumed the letter must be the work of a prankster. He filed it away and made no mention of it at the inquest.

With the testimony complete, the jurors agreed on a verdict. “Deceased died from strychnine and morphia poisoning,” the foreman announced, “but how administered there was no evidence to show.”

To Scotland Yard, there was only one possible explanation. “There is little doubt that she took the poison herself, knowingly,” Chief Inspector Chisholm reported to his superiors. Donworth had been depressed since the death of her child, and resorting to a life of prostitution “no doubt preyed upon her mind.” After the inquest Chisholm spoke with some of the jurors, who had reached the same conclusion—she had known she was dying, they reasoned, because she had taken poison to kill herself. There was no tall, cross-eyed man. Superintendent James Brannan of L Division agreed. “I do not think that there is the slightest evidence of foul play,” he noted after reviewing Chisholm’s report.

Robert Anderson, the assistant commissioner of the Metropolitan Police, reviewed the file at Scotland Yard headquarters and agreed. “Clearly,” he noted, “a case of Suicide.” But one question, he added, remained unanswered. How had Donworth managed to obtain strychnine, a poison sold only to physicians?
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William Slater claimed he was joking. The forty-five-year-old jeweler took a woman he knew, Annie Bowden, for a drink at a pub near King’s Cross Station, a couple of miles north of Lambeth. He ordered glasses of ale, then pulled a bottle from his pocket. It contained a whitish liquid.

“This is the poison I intend taking. It will kill fifty people,” he declared. “Will you have some?” He pressed the opened bottle to his lips, then held it over Bowden’s glass. Far from amused, she lodged a complaint with the police. Slater was charged with attempted murder.

Inspector George Harvey of L Division took notice. Just three days after Donworth’s death was chalked up to suicide, a man had been arrested for trying to add a whitish liquid, possibly poison, to a woman’s drink. Harvey reopened the case and attended Slater’s arraignment on November 3, accompanied by witnesses who had seen the men Donworth was with on the night she died. One, Constance Linfield, picked Slater out of a police lineup. “That is the man,” she said. “I think.”

Slater was charged with murdering Ellen Donworth. “Supposed Capture of the Lambeth Poisoner,” read one headline. But the case against him was weak. Another woman who had seen Donworth and her customers that night did not recognize Slater. On November 21, the prosecuting attorney asked magistrate Horace Smith to dismiss the murder charge. The allegation rested solely on Linfield’s testimony—police had failed to find any other evidence linking Slater to Donworth. “There was too much doubt,” the prosecutor conceded, “for it to be expected that a jury would find the prisoner guilty on the testimony of this woman.” The charge of murdering Donworth was dismissed, but Slater was ordered to stand trial for the attempted murder of Annie Bowden, even though there was no evidence that the whitish liquid he had brandished at the King’s Cross pub was poison. His lawyer insisted he was “merely guilty of foolish conduct.” When a jury acquitted Slater a few weeks later, the presiding judge chastised the authorities for pursuing “a ridiculous prosecution.”

Back in Lambeth, the police file on Ellen Donworth’s death was once again closed.
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Matilda Clover

{London • October 21, 1891}

Screams pierced the nighttime stillness, clawing their way into Lucy Rose’s dreams. In an instant, she was awake. The screams were real, coming from the room above—Matilda Clover’s room. Rose, a live-in maid, summoned landlady Emma Phillips from her room, and they rushed upstairs. Clover was lying across the foot of the bed, writhing, screaming, and “all of a twitch,” as Rose later put it. Her brown eyes “rolled about terribly” and her long, dark brown hair was a tangled mass. Her body tensed and shook in violent spasms.

“That man Fred has poisoned me,” Clover gasped after one of the fits subsided. “He gave me some pills.” Taking four of the pills before going to bed, the man had told her, “would prevent me catching the disease”—a reference, no doubt, to venereal disease.

Rose stayed at her bedside, offering what comfort she could. The fits came in waves, subsiding for a short time until the next seizure gripped her body. “In her moments of relief,” Rose said, “she was quite calm and collected.” Clover had a two-year-old son. “Bring me my baby,” she begged Rose at one point. “I think I am dying.”

Phillips left to fetch a doctor. She unlocked the front door of 27 Lambeth Road, shielded herself against the heavy rain, and hurried through darkened, odd-angled streets. By the time she rapped on the door of the home of Robert Graham, Clover’s doctor, it was half past four. He was out, she was told, attending to a patient. When she returned two hours later, she caught Graham as he was leaving on another call, this time to assist a woman in labor.

“You had better call in another medical man,” he said. “I cannot come.” A doctor’s assistant, Francis Coppin, finally agreed to make a house call. It was now about seven o’clock. Clover had been writhing in pain for more than three hours.

Coppin was ushered into the bedroom. “She had a quick pulse, and was bathed in perspiration, and trembling,” he recalled. He stayed only ten minutes or so, long enough to witness one of the convulsions—a violent “twitching of the body.” He promised to send medicine to stop her frequent vomiting.

“I concluded that she was suffering from epileptic fits, convulsions, due to alcoholic poisoning,” Coppin explained later. Working as a medical assistant in Lambeth for more than a dozen years had given him “a good deal of experience of drink in its various forms,” he added. “I had no doubt that this woman was suffering from excessive drink.”

He was certain of something else. She did not have long to live. The convulsions and torment continued for another two hours. Clover died at fifteen minutes past nine. It was the morning of October 21, 1891.
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Dr. Graham arrived at midday. He had been treating Clover for symptoms of alcoholism, and she had been to see him several times that month. She was only twenty-seven but “not a strong woman by any means,” he noted, “and her mode of life was not conducive to her health.” He huddled with Coppin, who had returned, and Phillips, the landlady. Coppin described Clover’s fit during his brief examination and offered his opinion: death from alcohol poisoning. Clover had been drunk when she went to bed, Phillips added, having downed a bottle of brandy. Rose, the servant, told Phillips and Coppin that Clover had claimed to have taken some pills, but they did not seem to believe her.

Dr. Graham found a pen and drafted a death certificate. “I attended Matilda Clover during her last illness,” he wrote. This, of course, was untrue. “To the best of my knowledge and belief,” he added, “the cause of her death was, primarily, delirium tremens, secondly, syncope”—loss of consciousness and heart failure due to severe symptoms of alcohol withdrawal, even though he had been told she was drinking heavily the night she died. His conclusions, based on secondhand information, were incorrect. An opportunity to detect and stop a murderer had been squandered.

“I was not told,” Dr. Graham would later protest, “that this last illness commenced with screaming, great agony, twitching, tetanic spasms.” These tetanus-like convulsions were tell-tale signs of strychnine poisoning. Even the growing legion of Sherlock Holmes fans could recognize them, thanks to the medical expertise of Arthur Conan Doyle. In the second Holmes novel, The Sign of the Four, a body is found with the limbs “twisted and turned in the most fantastic fashion” and the face frozen in “a horrible smile, a fixed and unnatural grin.” The victim was poisoned, Dr. Watson informs Holmes, with a “powerful vegetable alkaloid, some strychnine-like substance.”

Dr. Graham had spoken briefly to Lucy Rose, but he put little stock in the young maid’s description of the dying woman’s statements about a man distributing poisoned pills. If he had asked, Rose would have told him something else that was important: she suspected that the man Clover called Fred had been to the house only hours before her suffering began.

Clover had brought him to the house about midevening, Rose would tell the police months later. She had let them in and had a chance to size up the man in the light of an oil lamp burning in the hallway. He was fortyish, tall and broad, with a bushy mustache. He wore a top hat and an overcoat with a cape. Clover had left him in the rooms she rented upstairs while she ducked out to buy two bottles of Bass ale, likely at the Masons’ Arms pub, a few doors down. The man left sometime before ten o’clock. “Good-night,” Rose heard Clover say as she let him out.
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Matilda Clover (Penny Illustrated Paper, October 22, 1892)

Although Rose had never seen the man before that evening, there was nothing strange about his visit. “Clover,” she allowed, “was in the habit of bringing men to 27.” Addicted to alcohol and struggling to raise a child alone, she earned her living as a prostitute. Heavy drinking had aged and hardened her features, and smallpox had pitted her face, but Clover knew how to present herself. When she sat for a photographer, a flat-brimmed hat balanced like a dinner plate on her pinned-up hair, and a fashionable, high-collared jacket, with leg o’ mutton sleeves and a tight bodice, flattered her five-foot-one hourglass figure. Phillips was aware how her tenant earned the rent money but considered it none of her business. “She used to receive gentlemen,” she said, then further claimed she herself never saw or met them.

Rose only rarely encountered the men Clover brought home. But, as she would later reveal, she knew a lot about her last caller. Clover had told her that Fred had bought her an expensive pair of boots and offered to pay her two and a half pounds a week to keep her off the streets for the winter. And earlier that day, as she tended to Clover’s child, Rose had seen a letter lying open in her room, arranging a meeting that evening at the Canterbury Music Hall. It was signed “Yours, Fred.” Clover must have taken it to the meeting—when Rose searched the room after her death, it was gone.

Two other Lambeth prostitutes also knew the man in the top hat and overcoat. Elizabeth Masters and Elizabeth May lived around the corner from Clover in the Orient Buildings, a block of apartments on Hercules Road. A few days before Clover’s death, Masters had met him at Ludgate Circus, a busy intersection near St. Paul’s Cathedral. He had bought her a glass of wine at the King Lud pub, which faced the roundabout, and she had taken him back to Lambeth, to her three-room flat. Afterward, they went to Gatti’s Music Hall, a short walk away on Westminster Bridge Road, where Masters had arranged to meet her friend, Elizabeth May. “I noticed a peculiar look in his eyes,” Masters said. “He had a squint.”

The man sent Masters a letter a few days later, arranging a time for them to meet again. When the day came, Masters and May sat at their second-floor windows and scanned Hercules Road, waiting for him to arrive. A woman they had seen in the neighborhood passed by, carrying a basket and wearing a white apron over her gray dress. It was Matilda Clover, likely coming from the market. They saw her turn and smile at a man in a top hat who was walking behind her. It was the man they were waiting for, but he continued along the street. Masters and May grabbed their hats and followed them to the corner. Clover entered no. 27 Lambeth Road, with the man close behind. They watched the door for a half hour, but the man did not emerge.

[image: Images]

Cream took a Lambeth prostitute, Elizabeth Masters, to the King Lud pub at Ludgate Circus. (Science and Society Picture Library, London, image 10436065)
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Clover was buried on October 27, six days after her sudden death. The parish council paid for her burial in Tooting Cemetery, six miles southwest of Lambeth. The lid of her coffin bore a metal plate, inscribed “M. Clover, 27 years.” Fourteen other caskets were stacked above hers in “Grave No 2215H.” Her short life and agonizing death were soon forgotten. One London newspaper would later dismiss her as “a miserable street outcast, whose life was of no particular value to anybody.”

Dr. Graham’s certificate attributing Clover’s death to heart failure and not foul play made it unnecessary to notify the local coroner or the police. There would be no inquest. For now, Lucy Rose told no one about Clover’s last visitor. Elizabeth Masters and Elizabeth May heard talk in the neighborhood that Clover had died not long after they saw her on the street. But they gave no more thought to the man who had stood them up and followed her into her lodgings.
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“A Human ‘Were-Wolf’”

London’s nightmare had begun on the last day of August 1888, when the body of Mary Ann Nichols was found on a street in the Whitechapel district of the East End. An assailant armed with a large knife had slit her throat and slashed her abdomen. Annie Chapman was next, found a week later in a backyard with her throat cut and similar wounds to her body. Three weeks would pass before two more women, Elisabeth Stride and Catherine Eddowes, were slaughtered on the same night and this time, the murderer horribly mutilated Eddowes’s body.

Terror gripped one of the city’s poorest neighborhoods. “Whitechapel,” the panicked Observer reported, “is at this moment virtually at the mercy of a human ‘were-wolf.’” Days before the murders of Stride and Eddowes, a London news agency received a letter written in red ink, addressed “Dear Boss.” The writer taunted Scotland Yard and added a warning: “I am down on whores and I shant quit ripping them.” It was signed Jack the Ripper. The Whitechapel murderer—the police and the public alike assumed the killings must be the work of a single assailant—had a name. The Ripper, the London press was quick to point out, was targeting “women of the unfortunate class” who lived “immoral” or “intemperate, irregular and vicious” lives. All were poor and struggling to make a living, but the British social historian Hallie Rubenhold has made a compelling case that contrary to popular belief then and now, not all were prostitutes: three of the five victims, she concluded, had no involvement in the sex trade. Every woman in Whitechapel, one resident told the press in October 1888, was living in fear. “Many are actually afraid to venture a dozen yards from the door after dark without an escort.”

A massive police operation was launched to stop the bloodshed. Scotland Yard had dozens of detectives working fourteen-hour days to identify the killer. Locations where the bodies had been found were cordoned off to preserve evidence—a novel practice at the time—and some of the earliest crime scene photographs were taken. The police, like the press, assumed each victim must be a prostitute, leading one Scotland Yard commander to complain about the difficulty of protecting women who made themselves easy targets. “The victims, without exception, belonged to the lowest dregs of female humanity,” said Melville Macnaghten, “who avoid the police and exercise every ingenuity in order to remain in the darkest corners of the most deserted alleys.”

Fear and frustration turned to anger. Punch published a cartoon depicting a blindfolded bobby stumbling through Whitechapel, oblivious to the shady characters in his midst. The Times of London printed a letter defending the police, but it offered little comfort to Londoners who feared for their lives. Scotland Yard was struggling to find the Ripper, the author contended, because they were up against “a consummate master of his art” who was too clever to leave behind clues. Attacks in the American press were scathing. The Ripper was free to kill again and again thanks to “ignorance of the elementary methods of detection,” huffed the New-York Tribune. Thomas Byrnes, chief of the detective bureau of the New York police, bragged that he could arrest the culprit within forty-eight hours. His plan? Recruit fifty women, send them into the streets, and wait for the murderer to strike again. “Even if one fell a victim,” he reasoned, without the slightest concern for the safety of the women used as bait, “I should get the murderer.”

More than a month after the double murder of Stride and Eddowes, the killer struck again. The attack was the most horrific and vicious of the five. Mary Jane Kelly was found in her room, her head nearly severed and her body slashed and disemboweled. Then, ten weeks after it began, the rampage ended. Police arrested or questioned scores of suspects, from an unstable character known as Leather Apron to anyone who fit descriptions of men last seen with the women, but no one was ever charged.
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Why was Scotland Yard unable to catch the madman who terrorized Whitechapel? A killer’s identity tended to be obvious: a spouse, a jilted lover, a relative, someone the victim had known and trusted. And the motive could be just as transparent. Greed. Jealousy. Hatred. Revenge. “All our methods for the detection of murder are based upon certain tacit assumptions,” the Times of London observed a few weeks after the last Ripper murder, as panic and outrage subsided. Among these was a belief that “murders will not be committed without some motive.” While the senseless, “wholly abnormal” Whitechapel killings had shaken public confidence in Scotland Yard, the failure to arrest the murderer, the paper argued, should not reflect on the skill and competence of the city’s detectives. “From time to time crimes will be carried out with unusual skill and daring, aided by extraordinary good fortune, and will baffle our best detective arrangements.”

The Metropolitan Police offered its recruits—its future detectives—little formal training. “A young policeman was given a few weeks’ drill and then flung on a beat to pick up the elements of his trade as he might,” Frederick Wensley, the inspector who started his career in Lambeth, recalled. To understand criminals and their methods, he frequented the pubs and dives where crooks gathered. He drank with them, ate with them, gained their trust, cultivated informants. “A detective must be a student of human nature,” agreed William Gough, who joined the force in the 1890s and rose to the rank of inspector, “and the more understanding he has of it the higher he is likely to rise in his profession.” One rite of passage was a visit to the Black Museum at headquarters, a room where weapons and other evidence from notorious cases were displayed to give recruits insights into the criminal mind. Officers compiled detailed, handwritten records of their investigations, but storage was sometimes haphazard—before the move to the






OEBPS/Images/double.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f0038-01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f0036-01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f0002-01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f0006-01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9781643752501.jpg
‘A tour de force of storytelling, both chilling and thrilling.” —LOUISE PENNY

MURDEROUS
DR.CREAM

DEAN JOBB

author of EMPIRE OF DECEPTION





OEBPS/Images/f0023-01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/part.jpg





OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Title



		Dedication



		Contents



		A Note to Readers



		Prologue: Ghosts



		I. “The First of Criminals”



		1. “A Great Sin-Stricken City”



		2. “Detective-Fever”



		3. Ellen Donworth



		4. Matilda Clover



		5. “A Human ‘Were-Wolf’”











		II. The Lambeth Poisoner



		6. Louisa Harvey



		7. Blackmail



		8. “A Bad Man with No Refinement”



		9. Alice Marsh and Emma Shrivell



		10. Bitter Medicine



		11. “A Strange Customer”



		12. The Suspect



		13. “You Have Got the Wrong Man”











		III. The Trusted Hand



		14. Jarvis of the Yard



		15. “A Young Man of Rare Ability”



		16. “The Animal Spirits Within”



		17. Flora Eliza Brooks



		18. Student No. 2016



		19. A Premature Death



		20. The Licentiate



		21. Catharine Hutchinson Gardner



		22. By Some Person Unknown











		IV. Inquest



		23. Missing Links



		24. Resurrection











		V. Crimes and Punishment



		25. Mary Anne Matilda Faulkner



		26. “Pure Cream”



		27. Ellen Stack and Sarah Alice Montgomery



		28. A Despicable Scheme



		29. Daniel Stott



		30. “Crooked Cream”



		31. Inmate No. 4374



		32. “As Innocent as the Child Unborn”



		33. Chasing Shadows











		VI. “Jack the Poisoner”



		34. “A Systematic and Deliberate Course of Action”



		35. “A Murder So Diabolical”



		36. “Insane in No Legal Sense”



		37. Dead Man’s Walk



		38. “I Am Jack . . .”











		Epilogue: “An Elizabethan Tragedy of Horrors”



		Cast of Characters



		Acknowledgments



		Sources



		Index



		Also by Dean Jobb



		About the Author



		Copyright



		Praise for The Case of the Murderous Dr. Cream













Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Prologue: Ghosts













		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v





		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		xiii



		xiv



		xv



		xvi



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387



		388



		389



		390



		391



		392



		393



		394



		395



		396



		397



		398



		399



		400



		401



		402



		403



		404



		405



		406



		407



		408



		409



		410



		411



		412



		413



		414



		415



		416











OEBPS/Images/f0014-01.jpg
< (o) s N
57 2 (S = \\e.
“gy owp ‘é& ' kel ‘\Oi
% < L9 2 G
[°X ’5& > b 1 0SS s
? > 660 0 1/4 mile', T
BRITISH & [) < z )
Museum . © oS A 'ﬁ_l_/'kﬂ—, 1
9 0 1/4 kilometer R
055 5y % C‘F\f&
oAl * S 2. Horp ORN
GY {OLBORN 3 r
ORD ST. ¢ S i >
NEW OXF > 7, i ]
N 0 o A
OPS)$ L) & | Q
50" < z 2 i 2
; * Z | Z
5 2% & [} Y ST 2 @ ACENTRAL
> s, < (o 7 e QCRIM. CT.
5 > <u < ROYAL COURTS KING LUD) 3
a & o /) BOW STREET WA OF N “yLEET ST R Z
% Z & “On_ macisTRATES' &
< v S COURT =
% I < % “Qw
8 [ % g
Z A% T g
oy . A g
% § }\;9 SOMERSET e %&%K;N“.uﬁ L3 m— T
¢ 5 HOUSE —— N <
ZRE PR N P el
ol | &yéo TS X
° 3 g0 |
= g@ |
5 “ maa; |
%‘7,); T | ——
TRAFALGAR < CHARING  ° - ©% e = s
SQUARE Gibss /7 LT ©% — & ELLEN :
< T\ — .t DONWORTH'S i
e ©. =7 LODGINGS OF | oncings ‘
NORTHUMBERLAND R Nt ST 4
- Yono \ '.‘
{ W ) 1\
iz e <> (o) a \
= ) i 2. Sy £/ Y
=t 1= r 7 o, 2. ~ (N
% = < 7 g A“:fz %4 ourEst ST 7
L ,'.;5 S V]A@S;. \, R = A
! S Y o i
=8 N —_- & Q C 2 “-
scoteann /= RS T8 & WELRIRBIO o 5 \
YARD ||/ - = 5 &  WATERLOO L pLIC - \
| = STN. ST. o ST
JE = A? }‘O,tf‘ / ‘}gé 60\3‘@ gyoco
GT. GE > B | { Sy L) \
STRGE WESTMINSTER o &> & p Rep % \
L BRIDGE- i -o& & ) = iRMR ST.Y,
- - LA \ \
L HOUSES OF - S THORAS: ¥ g & U, \
PARLIAMENT. HOSPITAL e, o & <, \
= | CANTERBURY! J‘]},{ s ©, A\
! = MUSIC HALL | Ly, 9 % \
> 4 y i ST. GEORGE’S L) \
z = N5 ; R BRipGE RD. S aE oy s A
2= 3 y  GREAM'S y A
o M - C LODGINGS  / LODGINGS OF @
g - < ! ELIZABETH MASTERS < 9
WOODST. & = - ~ / & ELIZABETH MAY S %)
= = N / 57 7 D Op (o)
e 2 & Nely oA R e,
H L LAMBETH /& 3% & °
- | 5 PALACE &g p Z—.i ) 3
— 4 5 y MATILDA 9
oS £ T3 7 cLOVER'S é‘ ), LAMBETH
EFERRY LAMBERTr - / LODGINGS )
- T /7 O,
RD. - BRIDGEH I g kd’;v






OEBPS/Images/f0012-01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/f00iv-01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/algonquinlogo_pb.png





OEBPS/Images/f0030-01.jpg





OEBPS/Images/common.jpg





