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Keep your heart with all vigilance

And above all that you guard,

For out of it flow the springs of life.

Proverbs 4:23 Amplified Bible

——————
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The distinction between past, present and

future is only an illusion – however persistent.

Albert Einstein
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LATE AFTERNOON and still the surface of the road shimmered with heat. The vehicle, a 1995 Ford Taurus sedan, was parked in the gravel on the shoulder of the road with the engine’s hood propped open. The road, the only one for hundreds of square kilometres, passed through the desert town of Redemption. There was much less traffic than he’d expected, which was good, but the wait didn’t help in keeping his nerves together – would he be able to go through with it? He re-checked the connections and thick copper cables leading from the trunk through to the engine compartment. All was quiet, the only sound coming from the dry breeze blowing across his ears and his boots crunching the dirt as he paced. He had stopped approximately fifteen kilometres outside the town and it was a full forty-five minutes before the first vehicle approached. His pulse quickened when he heard the hum of tyres on the blacktop and, as the vehicle neared, he stepped out from behind the open hood and waved cautiously, pressed his hands together as if praying, and pointed at his Taurus. The other vehicle slowed – inside he could see a young woman with no passengers – but then accelerated as it passed him and continued on toward Redemption. Another layer of sweat broke out beneath the false beard, making it itch, and he leaned over with his hands on his knees and took deep breaths, trying to slow his heart rate back to normal.
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James J. Burchell grew up on an air force base where his father was an engineer and test-pilot. His mother left them when Jim was three, or four – he could never get his father to talk about her so he wasn’t sure exactly when she’d left. Father was devoted only to his work, and his drinking, so Jim was left very much to grow up by himself. Other children on the base came and went as their fathers’ careers dictated so he didn’t form any meaningful friendships with children his own age. He explored the base and wandered the nearby town, indulging his curiosities alone.  When he was fifteen he found a copy of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein at a bargain book store in town and was enthralled by the tale, reading it through in one sitting. However it was the inspiration for Shelley’s story – an experiment exploring the concept of animal electricity – which truly captivated Jim, and it became a singular focus for the next decade of his life.

This experiment was conducted in London in January 1803. A man named George Forster was found guilty of drowning his wife and daughter in Paddington Canal and sentenced to hang by the neck until dead and thereafter to dissection. The dissection of executed criminals was ostensibly for the furtherance of science in a time when corpses were in short supply however this sentence must have been particularly horrifying to George for a number of reasons. Friends of his wife later claimed that she was depressed and suicidal, and had declared several times that she wanted to kill her daughter and herself, making it entirely possible that he was wrongfully convicted. Botched executions were also fairly common at the time, so George was said to be terrified that he wouldn’t be dead when the dissection began and supposedly tried to kill himself in prison before the date of his hanging. Lastly, and far more punitive according to the religious beliefs of the day, the benefits of the dissection to science were in fact of secondary importance. During the early 1800’s, it was customary practice to order the dismemberment of the corpse – along with the arbitrary disposal of the separate pieces - as a part of criminal sentencing, effectively denying the convicted the opportunity to rise for Final Judgement and condemning them to eternal damnation. Nevertheless, George swung from the gallows at Newgate Prison on the 18th January and his body was delivered to a nearby house directly thereafter and into the waiting hands of an Italian physicist, Giovanni Aldini, who was eager to experiment on a fresh corpse and demonstrate the relationship between electricity and the animation of living beings – known then as animal electricity – by stimulating the cadaver’s muscles with an electric current.

George needn’t have feared waking up during the dissection as Mr Aldini’s first order of business was to sever his spinal cord at the base of his skull and drain his body of blood. Mr Aldini then applied the electrodes, to dramatic effect. Newgate Prison kept a record of executions called the Newgate Calendar and its representative in attendance reported that upon the first application of the electrodes to the sides of the head, one of George’s eyes popped open, his face quivered grotesquely and adjacent muscles were horribly contorted. Subsequent applications raised his right hand, clenched his fist and set his legs in motion. Some of those who witnessed the demonstration were aghast and believed that George was being brought back to life. Mr Aldini’s demonstration of animal electricity captured the public’s attention and inspired Mary Shelley to write her story of Victor Frankenstein.

Jim Burchell was captivated. At the far end of a disused runway on the airforce base was an abandoned building, still connected to the power-grid, and he turned this into his laboratory. The arid land surrounding the base didn’t have much in the way of wildlife and, at first, his subjects were usually lizards and small rodents. His favourites in those early days were the snakes which writhed in a most unholy way when current was applied to their corpses. It wasn’t many months before his curiosity prompted him to move away from using electricity to animate the creatures he killed to using electricity to kill the animals he caught. It was initially a clumsy, ineffective business but Jim was persistent in character and he would cluck his tongue, shake his head and come back the next day with a new approach.

He wasn’t cruel, simply inquisitive, and at the age of seventeen he began an investigation to find out what it was that electrical current stopped when it ended a life. He determined a logical approach was to conduct the investigation by way of vivisection however the types of animals he’d been working with were too small to clearly observe the innards during electrocution. This was solved by trapping larger animals like stray dogs and cats, once even catching a jackal on the outskirts of the town. Initially his efforts to both open the animal for observation and then apply the current were clumsy and ineffective. Sometimes the anaesthetic wore off to soon while at other times he injected too much and killed the creature. He tried laying the animal on its back and splaying its limbs with ropes tied to the legs of the table but this was clumsy and the tension on the torso made the cutting more difficult.

After some time he settled on a technique that worked well for most of the animals he was able to capture. The first animal on which he tried this method was a pig stolen from one of the local farmers. He’d heard they were anatomically similar in many respects to humans and were often used instead of human cadavers to train medical students. It was shortly after midnight by the time he’d managed to steal the pig and transport it back to his ramshackle laboratory. After sedating it, he laid the pig on its right side in the middle of his table. An overhead lamp lit his work area and glittered in the sand and hair upon the pig’s skin. With a carving knife he sliced through the left hind leg where it joined the body, popped the hip from its socket and folded the leg out of his way, then did the same with the front leg. With a pair of tweezers and a scalpel he skinned the side of the pig, lifting the thick skin with a pair of tweezers and slicing it from the muscles beneath with a scalpel. Delicate strings of fat stretched white, like cobwebs in the space between the muscle and lifted skin. Next was an incision down the midline, from the sternum to the pelvis but he wasn’t yet familiar with the vasculature of a pig and nicked some arteries while doing so. Blood ran thick along the folds of the plastic sheet covering the table. After this he was able to flap the abdominal muscle back and expose the organs within. The smell of an open body cavity always reminded him of steak and kidney pie – one of his father’s favourites – and a staple on the dinner table when his father still cared enough to bring food home for them. To this point, despite the mess from the spilled blood, which he would improve upon in the future, the procedure had been quick and practical. He was pleased and imagined, for the first time, a human lying on his back would be even easier. Garden-pruning shears were used to cut through the ribs at the sternum and close to where they joined the backbone to expose chest cavity. Then, using the same shears, he continued the incision towards the pig’s chin, snipping through skin with a sound like paper tearing to reveal the underside of the tongue, the trachea and the oesophagus. And there before him lay the living machine. Mind-boggling in its complexity, breath-taking in its simple efficiency. He unpacked the kidneys, liver, stomach and intestines, spreading them onto the table as much as possible without severing them from the system. The liver, with its deep red honeycomb texture and lobes that spread open like a flower, was his favourite. He left the heart and lungs in place and watched for a while as they expanded and contracted, smooth and glistening before him. Next, he clamped one electrode behind the head and another on the right hind leg. While he was satisfied with the new technique for dissection, he still had much work to improve his skill and the pig died from blood loss before he was able to observe what the applied current actually did to the pig’s living anatomy. Through many procedures, his results when applying the charge were inconclusive and he wasn’t able to determine cause of death. He would often apply too many amps and burn the animals horribly without killing them, having to end their misery himself with a carving knife to the base of the skull.

Over the next few years he performed eleven such experiments on dogs and cats without any significant progress except for his skill with a scalpel. And the growth of something darker within him. He discovered the curiosity which had initially driven his experiments now combined with an enjoyment of the procedure itself – the carving – and his increased familiarity with the mechanics of living things.

When Jim turned nineteen his father insisted that he find a job and he found one as a mechanic’s assistant in the small town outside the base. Learning about the workings of an internal combustion engine increased his fascination with the organic workings of a living being. The design of an engine seemed so rudimentary when compared to living anatomy. It was amazing to think that the anatomy of a human constituted part of what it was to be human and yet it was something infinitely more beautiful and complicated than anything a human could design. When studying the mechanics of the engine Jim realised there was a wonder to the design of the natural world that could be modified or imitated but never conceived by a human. At twenty he was told to leave home and make his own way in the world so he shouldered a small backpack with two
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