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NOTES

Subjects are listed in an A to Z format under their surname. The exceptions are those entries, such as the Mumbai Child Killings, which are better known by a popular reference.

An entry is referred to as a Case when a murder charge brought to trial has resulted in a lesser verdict or an acquittal. Unsolved murders are also listed in this way. At the conclusion of each entry are reference numbers relating to an extensive Select Bibliography. It is hoped that this will enable readers interested in a particular case to follow it up in greater detail in other books.


AUTHORS’ INTRODUCTION

Like much else in the modern world, murder has changed and, generally speaking, not for the better. The nature and circumstances of acts of murder have evolved from the quiet domesticity of murder in the parlour for discernible motives, through an era of guns and gangsters, to lust killings and, seemingly motiveless, bizarre bloodletting. Dorothy Dunbar, the American writer, put it rather well in her book, Blood in the Parlor, published in 1964 when she wrote, ‘On the rim of the twentieth-century loom the Titans – Seddon, Armstrong, Crippen, G J Smith and Landru, and then, in the era of booze and bullets, art descends literally to hack work. And so, crimes marches on’.

On the cusp of the twenty-first century, then, we are witness to murders committed less for recognisable motives such as gain or elimination and more for the sheer love of killing. Inflicting pain and exercising control over others to the point of death has become a kind of addiction that is almost commonplace in news reporting and has been transformed into the stuff of cinematic entertainment. The tentacles of this fascination with violence have spread to the internet where suicide and murder can be procured on demand.

In May 2004, a fourteen year old boy in Manchester recruited another teenager over the internet to murder him in what turned out to be a failed attempt. In the same year, Armin Meiwes, a German computer expert was convicted of manslaughter in a case involving a masochist he met through the internet who wanted to die. Meiwes obliged by killing Bernd Brandes, cutting up his body and resorting to cannibalism. Following an appeal against the verdict, Meiwes is to be retried. The case had echoes of Albert Fish in the 1930s who ate part of his victim’s flesh stewed with vegetables.

Murder has captured the public imagination with renewed fervour in the first decade of the new century. A measure of this is the way that programmes about crime, both fact and fiction, dominate the television schedules. Crime Scene Investigation (CSI), a highly successful formula from the USA, has introduced a new culture depicting the relationship between crime and science with dramatic realism. It provides entertainment, lauds the wonders of forensic science and adds a touch of morality with the notion that ‘crime does not pay’. CSI represents a world where murders are solved in the laboratory by forensic experts rather than in the library so beloved of Hercule Poirot.

Patterns of murder continue to change and where Bogota in Colombia was once considered to be the murder capital of the world, a fall of 20% in the murder rate was reported in 1997. Washington DC now tops the murder league with 50.82 deaths per 100,000 of population reported in 1979/99. By contrast, London reported 2.36 murders per 100,000 of population for the same period.

There was good news overall for the USA on the murder front in 2000. The FBI reported that the murder rate had dropped to a thirty-three year low. New York City in particular recorded a drop of 40% during the four years of Mayor Rudi Giuliani’s administration. For the first time in thirty years there were fewer than a thousand murders a year in the city. Similar trends were noted in all of the ten largest US cities. The improvements were attributed to zero tolerance policing, better enforcement strategies, more officers on the streets and more criminals behind bars.

Baltimore was the exception to the improving trend, with the highest per capita murder rate in the USA. This was attributed to the prevailing drug culture which led to shootings in the streets, literally assassinations, as drug barons defended their territories. Nearly 90% of the killers had criminal records and were aged between sixteen and twenty-eight.

Richard Rosenfield, an American criminologist, has commented that the dramatic increase in prison numbers had taken many potential offenders off the streets. Between 1980 and the mid 1990s, the rate of imprisonment increased threefold and in 2000, there were two million inmates in the US penal system. Also in 2000, there were 3,500 prisoners on Death Row and 800 executions have taken place since 1976 when the moratorium on the death penalty was lifted by the US Supreme Court. The USA executes more prisoners than any comparable industrialised nation. The death penalty is authorised in thirty-eight states with Texas accounting for nearly half of the annual total in 2002. Gary Heidnik, Aileen Wuornos and Karla Faye Tucker were executed between 1998 and 2002 after spending a combined total of thirty-seven years on Death Row.

Firearms play an increasingly dominant role in murder, particularly in gangland violence, while the proliferation of guns makes all types of killing easier and has introduced new definitions to the language such as ‘Drive-by shootings’, ‘Walk-up shootings’ and ‘Road rage killings’. The firearms toll in the USA is thirty times greater than in Britain. Every day, four American citizens die in gun incidents. There are 65 million gun owners in America and in 2005 advertisements appeared in British newspapers advising travellers to the USA, particularly Florida, to be alert for road rage attacks involving guns. A new law in the Sunshine State allows citizens to use a gun if they feel threatened.

The consequences of gun culture were all too evident in the Columbine High School Killings in 1999 when two teenagers killed themselves after shooting dead twelve students and a teacher. Rules on gun ownership in Britain are probably among the toughest in the world. Nevertheless, following the Dunblane massacre in 1997 (see Thomas Hamilton) and the subsequent banning of handguns, criminal firearms offences were up by 40% in 2001. Fatal homicides with guns account for about 1% of all homicides in the UK.

Serial killing, a shocking novelty in the 1960s and 1970s, has become almost commonplace. The modest total of victims whose lives were terminated by Ted Bundy (40 victims), Dennis Nilsen (15) and Jeffrey Dahmer (15) wilt beside the numbers killed by Harold Shipman (215), Gary Ridgway (48) and Anatoly Onoprienko (52). Apart from the rise in the number of victims, an associated feature is the geographical spread. Serial killers are no longer an American phenomenon; the killing syndrome has extended worldwide to include Europe, Australia and South Africa.

Offender profiling and criminal mapping have helped investigators edge closer to understanding the pattern woven by serial killers. What it is that motivates them in their remorseless hunt for victims remains a matter for speculation. Many reasons have been offered couched in terms of genetic disposition or the influence of environmental factors, the so-called nature versus nurture argument. Once caught, and they invariably go on until they are, serial killers readily become barrack-room lawyers and self-made psychologists voicing a hundred and one reasons why they are not guilty. Domineering mothers, parental sexual abuse, childhood rejection, low achievement and many other reasons spring easily enough from disaffected minds.

The ambition of criminologists is to find personality characteristics that will enable sociopaths in the making to be identified before they set out on a murderous trail. In 2004, Scotland Yard set up a Homicide Prevention Unit to study past crimes and imprisoned murderers with a view to preventing violent crime in the future. To this end, behavioural scientists are interviewing convicted serial killers to analyse offending patterns and personality profiles. Research carried out by the FBI has shown that most serial killers fall into categories according to such factors as the type of victim selected and the modus operandi employed. This kind of insight into the evolving patterns of serial killing acquired at an early stage can curtail the duration of the killing cycle and reduce the toll of victims.

Advances in neuroscience and genetics may make it possible to map changes in brain chemistry which enable a predisposition to criminality to be identified. A technique that might help in this process is so-called ‘brain fingerprinting’ which has been successfully used in the USA. Criminals may unwittingly signal guilt through their unconscious thoughts. The brain puts out electrical impulses when stimulated by images it matches with stored images. Unlike the lie detector, where the subject can deceive the interrogator, ‘brain fingerprinting’ depends on unalterable electrical patterns which betray guilt.

In the USA, a convicted murderer has pleaded that the presence of an abnormal gene in his body accounted for his violent behaviour. This was an ingenious attempt at exoneration, using a physical explanation rather than the voices in the head which murderers frequently claim as the springboard for their violence. Some forensic psychiatrists believe that the actions of many serial killers defy diagnosis. While they are sane, they operate in a world of totally self-centred evil in which they kill for pleasure. To that extent they are isolated from the world.

It has been said of Ian Brady, for example, that he believes himself to be ‘the centre of the universe, superior to all’. He published a book in 2001 called The Gates of Janus in which he set out his thinking on serial killing. His tone was superior and unrepentant. Remorse is an unknown emotion for most serial killers and a number of them have used their notoriety to turn themselves into celebrity murderers. Dennis Rader, the BTK murderer, wrote to the media asking how many people he needed to kill to get his name in the paper and, before he shot and killed thirty-five people, Martin Bryant said he would think of a way in which he would be remembered.

Harold Shipman did not admit responsibility for the murders he committed, refusing to cooperate with the police to establish the number of victims’ lives he took and proving to be a difficult prisoner. Clifford Olson, on the other hand, has expressed his willingness to provide details of dozens of murders on top of those for which he was convicted, provided the authorities consider him for parole.

The modern world seems to want to revile its murderers and then to celebrate them. Murderers on Death Row such as John Wayne Gacy and Ted Bundy, received proposals of marriage and killers convicted of the most heinous crimes are frequently deluged with fan mail. Richard Ramirez was reported to receive a hundred letters a week in the early 1990s and a woman who voted for the death sentence in his case claimed to have fallen in love with him. Peter Sutcliffe is another recipient of regular fan mail and offers of romantic attachment.

A feature of murder celebrity in the modern world is the way that some murderers capitalise either on their profession of innocence or simple exploitation of their notoriety. Ian Brady’s desire to share his knowledge of serial killing has already been mentioned. There is a literary genre here going back at least a hundred years to Florence Maybrick and to Nathan Leopold, Jack Abbott and others who have found expression in print. A new phenomenon, though, is of relatives adding their accounts as in the case of the Kray brothers, Ruth Ellis and Rosemary West. And, in the exceptional case of the Black Dahlia, a son has accused his father of being the murderer.

In the first half of the twentieth century, crime investigation depended in large measure on the clever deduction, hunches and intuition of detectives. This picture changed as science began to play a greater role, offering analysis and corroboration instead of guesswork. Since it was first used in a murder case in 1988 (see Colin Pitchfork), DNA has become a major tool in crime investigation. Very often with only minute traces of material to work on, DNA has been the means of confirming guilt where previously there was doubt. Good old-fashioned determined police work still brings results in murder investigation even when there is no victim‘s body. Robert Bierenbaum, Thomas Capano and Kimes, mother and son, discovered that the absence of their victim was not proof against conviction.

Where crime evidence or body samples have been retained in laboratories or evidence stores, DNA offers the prospect of retrospective justice. This was the case in the murder of Hilda Murrell which remained unsolved for eighteen years until DNA testing in 2002 from crime scene evidence identified Andrew George as her murderer. DNA evidence also played a crucial role in convicting Dennis Rader after he had eluded investigators for thirty years. But retrospective use of DNA does not always provide the answers sought at the time. Attempts to identify Bible John by DNA comparison were not successful. Hopes of campaigners that Jeremy Bamber, Albert DeSalvo and James Hanratty would be absolved of guilt by DNA testing were dashed when there were judged to be insufficient grounds for changing the original verdict. Perhaps the most widely publicised application of DNA testing was Patricia Cornwell’s attempt to identify Walter Sickert as Jack the Ripper, again with inconclusive results.

One of the consequences of the pre-eminence gained by forensic science is the ‘CSI effect’. Popular television programmes have long drawn on crime both real and fictional as source material for dramatic entertainment. Programmes such as Crime Scene Investigation (CSI) and Silent Witness show science in the ascendancy, aided by computerised technology and full of certainty. This is what has been called the ‘CSI effect’ and some forensic specialists believe it puts pressure on expert witnesses and jurors. Max Houck, a forensic scientist at West Virginia University, told the American Association for the Advancement of Science in 2005 that defence attorneys were concerned that juries think science is infallible.

Some leading professionals in Britain share this view and believe that forensic science portrayed as an exact process devoid of doubt and ambiguity is wide of the mark and distorts the criminal justice system. In reality, crime laboratories deal less with certainties and more with probabilities. Some of these concerns came into focus in 2004 when a study in Britain commissioned by the Home Office showed that 43% of jurors failed to understand much of the terminology used in the courtroom.

Time is an important factor in the investigation of murder. Time of death, in particular, is a crucial factor to be determined in examining a murder crime scene and a new technique enables skeletal remains to be more accurately dated than previously. Radioactive dating of bones can be achieved by measuring radioisotopes, such as Lead 210, which occur naturally in them. The normal metabolism of the body ensures that the amount of radioactive lead is maintained at a constant level. This process stops with death and, because lead decays at a measurable rate, it is possible to work back to the time of death. Results are possible within an accuracy of twelve months for a subject dead for seventy years. Presentation of this type of evidence will inevitably tax the powers of experts to explain and juries to understand.

Time is also an essential component of justice. Some murder cases take years to solve and are suddenly re-activated by some new development or piece of evidence. Justice finally caught up with Ira Einhorn after he had eluded the system for twenty-five years and the Green River Killings, unsolved for twenty-one years, were eventually brought home to Gary Ridgway. Time also works in favour of exonerating some who have been unjustly convicted of murder. Thus, Leo Frank and Derek Bentley were granted posthumous pardons in 1986 and 1998 and Iain Hay Gordon had his conviction quashed in 2000, three instances of justice delayed.

Murder continues to be an activity which recognises no boundaries. When human behaviour lurches into violence, victims and murderers alike may come from any background or profession. There are no barriers. Age, gender, race, profession and status do not inhibit the dark, elemental forces of the murderous impulse. Even medical practitioners and nurses, dedicated to the preservation of life, fall prey to the addiction of murder. There is no clearer example than that provided by Dr Harold Shipman. Curiously, the very profession that should be best equipped by training and practice to perform murder to perfection, frequently bungle it. Dr Shipman became careless and new recruits to the ranks of medical murderers include Dr Robert Bierenbaum, Dr Michael Swango and Dr John Baksh. They join the infamous ranks of Crippen, Cream, Palmer and many others, all of them careless to different degrees, in the pantheon of medical murderers.

Murder, both in its commission and discovery, brings together two kinds of genius. Evil intent and the guile to deceive and cover up, pitted against investigative wisdom and invention. The history of murder is the story of this conflict and Murderers’ Row offers a glimpse of that world through the lives and crimes of some of murder’s foremost exponents.

Robin Odell

Sonning Common, Oxfordshire

Wilfred Gregg

Ruislip, Middlesex


A

ABBOTT, BURTON W

Student at the University of California in Berkeley who was executed in 1957 for kidnapping and murdering a fourteen-year-old schoolgirl.

Stephanie Bryan failed to return to her home after school on 28 April 1955. After several days, searchers found her school books in a field out of town but there was no trace of the girl. On 15 July, Mrs Georgia Abbott telephoned the police from nearby Almeda to report that she had found some of Stephanie’s effects in the basement. She had been looking for articles suitable for a theatrical production when she found a purse and identification card belonging to the missing girl.

Police made a thorough search of the Abbott home and found further articles belonging to Stephanie Bryan, including her spectacles and brassiere. Neither Mrs Abbott nor her husband Burton, a twenty-seven-year-old disabled veteran, was able to offer any explanation.

When the police learned that the Abbotts had a weekend cabin in the Trinity Mountains, some 300 miles from Berkeley, they decided to pay a visit. Aided by dogs, they found a shallow grave containing the decomposed body of Stephanie Bryan; she had been battered to death.

Burton Abbott was arrested and charged with kidnapping and murdering the girl. His trial began in Oakland in November 1955. The case against him was largely circumstantial although hairs and fibres in his car linked him with the victim and undermined his alibi. He simply maintained that he was out of town when the girl went missing. The prosecution described him as a constitutional psychopath and sexual deviant.

After considering its verdict for seven days, the jury found him guilty of first-degree murder and kidnapping for which he was sentenced to death. Abbott strongly protested his innocence and launched several appeals which resulted in numerous stays of execution. On 14 March 1957, he entered the gas chamber at San Quentin; at the very moment that the gas was released, a further stay of execution was telephoned to the prison, but it was too late to save him.

[278, 948]

ABBOTT, JACK HENRY

Convicted bank-robber and murderer whose letters to Norman Mailer, the celebrated writer, were published in 1981 in a book called In the Belly of the Beast.

Abbott spent over twenty years in prison, and much of his internment was in solitary confinement. In 1966, he began a fourteen-year sentence after stabbing a fellow prisoner to death. He devoted his time and energy to reading scholarly works and began writing to Norman Mailer. The author was impressed with Abbott’s potential as a writer and helped him to gain parole. For a while after his release, Abbott worked as Mailer’s researcher but he found adjustment to life outside prison difficult to manage.

In July 1981, Abbott was involved in an altercation with a restaurant waiter in New York and stabbed him to death. Ironically, his victim was a budding actor-playwright. Abbott went on the run for two months before being arrested in Louisiana. He was tried for murder and sentenced to fifteen years’ imprisonment.

Abbott acquired celebrity status on account of his book In the Belly of the Beast, and the way in which he was lauded in literary circles as a major new talent. Others thought the praise was misplaced for someone who simply romanticised crime.

In 1983, the book was adapted as a stage play in Chicago by a director who said he wanted to explore the human capacity for violence. Fifty-eight year old Abbott was found dead in his prison cell in February 2002. He had apparently hanged himself.

[1, 2]

ADAMS CASE

John Bodkin Adams was the Eastbourne doctor who came under suspicion after several of his patients died in the 1950s leaving him valuable legacies.

In July 1956, Mrs Gertrude Hullett, widow of a stockbroker, was being treated by the doctor for a nervous breakdown. He prescribed barbiturate drugs to the extent that she became addicted to them. When she became seriously ill, Bodkin Adams spoke to the coroner to make arrangements for a private post-mortem. The coroner expressed shock at this outlandish request for a patient not yet dead.

Mrs Hullett died on 23 July and Dr Bodkin Adams certified death due to cerebral haemorrhage. The pathologist disagreed, suggesting she had died of barbiturate poisoning. Concern voiced by the dead woman’s friends was heightened when they learned that she had bequeathed her Rolls-Royce to the doctor. The inquest on Mrs Hullett returned a suicide verdict and Bodkin Adams received a reprimand.

Throughout his career the doctor had been the fortunate beneficiary in over a hundred wills, receiving cars, antiques and jewellery from grateful former patients. It was common gossip in Eastbourne that the doctor always carried with him on his rounds a supply of blank will forms. This state of affairs was made known to Scotland Yard and a trail of suspicious deaths involving Bodkin Adams was traced back to 1946.

In 1950 he had treated Mrs Edith Alice Morrell, a wealthy widow who was partially paralysed and suffered from severe arthritis. He prescribed heroin and morphine to control her pain and she became increasingly dependent on his visits. The sick woman made several wills and, at one time, left her entire estate to the doctor. When she changed her will, Bodkin Adams asked her solicitor to draw up a codicil concerning her Rolls-Royce and a box of silver which he claimed she promised to leave him. When she died on 13 November 1950, the doctor acquired both the car and the silver.

On 1 October 1956, after intensive inquiries, the police confronted Bodkin Adams about the manner in which he had acquired Mrs Morrell’s property. Of her death he said, ‘Easing the passing of a dying person is not all that wicked. She wanted to die – that cannot be murder.’ The doctor was charged with murder and in March 1957 was tried at the Old Bailey where he pleaded not guilty.

Weaknesses in the prosecution’s case were brilliantly exploited by Geoffrey Lawrence QC who defended the doctor and won his acquittal. Bodkin Adams did not testify, thereby denying the prosecution the chance to present damaging evidence about other cases. For example, the nurse who told Bodkin Adams about one of his patients, ‘You realise, Doctor, that you have killed her.’

After his acquittal, Bodkin Adams was convicted of forging prescriptions and was struck off the Medical Register. He remained in Eastbourne where he bore his disgrace quietly and continued to treat patients privately.

He was returned to the Medical Register in 1961 and resumed his practice. He died in Eastbourne at the age of eighty-four, leaving an estate valued at £400,000. A full account of the trial was published by Lord Devlin, the presiding judge, in 1985.

Dr Bodkin Adams was widely believed to have killed eight or nine of his patients during his thirty-five years as a medical practitioner. Some thought he murdered for greed, others believed he merely practised euthanasia.

[52, 237, 392, 438, 900]

ALLAWAY, THOMAS HENRY

The murder of a young woman in Bournemouth in 1921 was solved by a telegram and a set of car-tyre impressions.

Irene Wilkins, a young unmarried woman living in London, sought employment on the south coast. She inserted an advertisement in the Morning Post on 22 December 1921 stating her experience for a position as a school cook. She received a reply by telegram from Bournemouth on the same day. The sender asked her to ‘come immediately’ and offered to meet her by car, adding, ‘expense no object’.

The next day, the young woman’s body was found in a field outside Bournemouth. She had been bludgeoned to death and, although her clothing was in disarray, she had not been subjected to rape. Car-tyre impressions were noticed in the road close to the crime scene.

It transpired that two other telegrams similar to the one sent to Irene Wilkins, and in the same handwriting, had been sent from post offices in the area. The purpose of the telegrams appeared to be to lure women to Bournemouth.

The tyre impressions were identified as having been made by a Dunlop Magnum. A police round-up of the relatively small number of cars used at that time in the Bournemouth area resulted in an interview with Thomas Allaway. The thirty-six-year-old ex-soldier was working as chauffeur to a businessman whose car was a Mercedes fitted with three Dunlop Magnum tyres and one Michelin tyre.

To confirm their suspicions, detectives needed a specimen of Allaway’s handwriting. Betting slips found on him when he was arrested in connection with forging cheques bore writing similar to that on the telegrams. Postcards and letters which he had written to his wife were also made available for comparison.

Allaway’s defence when he was tried at Winchester in July 1922 was an unconvincing alibi. The jury convicted him of murder and he confessed his guilt to the Prison Governor on the eve of his execution. The lack of motive in this case has never been adequately explained. If it was sexual, why would Allaway bring a woman from 100 miles away when he could easily have picked up a girl in Bournemouth by driving his employer’s Mercedes along the seafront?

[1009]

ALLEN AND EVANS

Two men both in their twenties, Peter Anthony Allen and Gwynne Owen Evans, were the last two persons to be hanged in Britain.

On 7 April 1964, John Alan West, a fifty-two-year-old laundry-van driver, was found dead in his house in Workington. He lived alone and was seen by a neighbour returning to his house in the evening after work. His next-door neighbour was awakened in the early hours by thudding noises in West’s house. Looking out of the window, he saw a car driving away down the street.

When the police arrived to investigate, they found West dead from a stab wound and head injuries. Their search of the house produced a raincoat holding vital clues about the attackers. In the coat’s pockets were a medallion inscribed to ‘G.O. Evans, July 1961’ and an Army Memorandum bearing the name, ‘Norma O’Brien’ and a Liverpool address. Miss O’Brien, a seventeen-year-old factory worker, told the police that in 1963 she had met a man known as ‘Ginger’ Owen Evans whom she remembered wearing a medallion similar to the one found in the raincoat.

Within forty-eight hours of finding West’s body, the police had arrested and charged two men with his murder. Gwynne Owen Evans (his real name was John Robson Welby) had West’s inscribed watch on him. His companion was Peter Allen with whom he lodged at Preston. Both men had been in trouble with the police before.

Evans maintained that he did not strike West and tried to shift the blame on to Allen. He admitted stealing the dead man’s watch and it was fairly obvious that he had planned the crime. Allen explained that they had stolen a car in Preston in order to drive to Workington to borrow some money from West who was a former workmate. His wife and children had apparently gone along for the ride.

Allen and Evans were tried in June 1964 at Manchester Crown Court. The judge put to the jury the question of whether one or both of the accused men had committed the murder. The jury decided they were equally guilty and they were convicted of capital murder. Their appeal was refused and both were hanged on 13 August 1964, Allen at Liverpool and Evans at Manchester.

Their act of robbery and murder, remarkable only for its callousness, nevertheless earned them a place in criminal history.

[490]

ALLEN, ANTHONY JOHN ANGEL

Justice finally caught up with this bigamist and murderer twenty-seven years after he killed his wife and children.

Patricia Allen and her two children aged five and seven disappeared from their home in Salcombe, Devon on 26/27 May 1975. Anthony Allen did not report them missing. He said that his wife had gone to live in the USA with another man. A huge police search was mounted to find the missing trio but to no avail. Although there were suspicions about Allen, there was insufficient evidence to mount a prosecution. Within two months he had moved in to live with Eunice Yabsley, a widow.

Allen was a bigamist who was already married with two children when he wedded Patricia. He lived with his first family in Surrey where he defrauded the building company he worked for. He deserted his responsibilities by staging a fake suicide at Beachy Head, re-appearing a few years later to marry Patricia. His deception was discovered and he was given a two-year suspended sentence for bigamy, theft and false pretences. Between 1974 and 1990, he spent six years in prison for various offences.

Enquiries into the missing mother and children were re-opened in 2001 following publication of a book by Eunice Yabsley. She related that at the time of the disappearances Allen had scratches on his arm from wrist to elbow. Witnesses also came forward attesting to rows between Patricia and Anthony Allen with their children pleading with him not to her hurt their mother.

With new evidence, a prosecution was brought against Allen and he was put on trial at Plymouth to answer murder charges. His reputation as a bigamist, philanderer and fraudster was unveiled together with his bogus suicide attempt. He told the jury that he had tried to reinvent himself.

The prosecution maintained that he had disposed of his wife and two children so that he would be free to pursue his philandering ways. He was convicted of their murders and sentenced to life imprisonment.

[173]

ALLITT, BEVERLEY

Twenty-three-year-old nurse found guilty in 1993 of murdering four babies in her care at the Grantham and Kesteven General Hospital. Her trial drew comparisons with that of Genene Jones in the USA.

Beverley Allitt had always loved children and wanted to be a nurse or a midwife. She qualified as a state enrolled nurse in 1990 and, because of a shortage of qualified staff, was taken on for six months to work in the children’s ward at Grantham.

Soon after her arrival, in the early months of 1991, there were twenty-four incidents of children suffering cardiac arrests and respiratory failure. Three babies and an eleven-year-old boy died. It became evident to the staff that all the emergencies occurred when Allitt was on duty. On 29 April 1991, blood tests on one of the children who came close to death revealed he had been given a massive dose of insulin.

Allitt was arrested but protested her innocence. The circumstantial evidence against her was strong and she was sent for trial. She collapsed midway through her trial at Nottingham Crown Court and received treatment for anorexia nervosa. She had a bad record for absenteeism and during her nursing training had been treated many times for either spurious ailments or self-inflicted injuries.

Her behaviour pointed to a phenomenon known as Munchausen Syndrome by Proxy, a condition in which a person seeks attention by making others ill. Allitt was found guilty of four murders, two attempted murders and seven instances of causing grevous bodily harm. She was given thirteen sentences of life imprisonment.

[24, 223]

ANGELO, RICHARD

Twenty-five-year-old registered nurse nicknamed the ‘Angel of Death’ by colleagues when he came under suspicion following a spate of hospital deaths.

Angelo was night-shift supervisor in the intensive care unit (ICU) at the Good Samaritan Hospital, West Islip, New York State. His patients were elderly people with cardiac and respiratory problems. Blue Code emergencies were fairly common and seemed to occur mostly when he was on duty.

Doctors became alarmed when the numbers of deaths in the ICU began to rise. There were twenty-five deaths in a six-week period in 1987. Crisis point was reached in October when two deaths and one near-fatal emergency occurred during a single night. The shift involved was Angelo’s, and the seventy-three-year-old patient who survived death reported that the nurse had injected something into his intravenous drip before he experienced severe breathing problems. Traces of Pavulon, a muscle relaxant of the same type as succinylcholine (see Genene Jones), were found in his blood and also in his intravenous tube.

Angelo was suspended from duty while doctors reviewed thirty-seven cases involving death or life-threatening crisis. A search of his hospital locker turned up a hypodermic syringe bearing traces of Pavulon. He was not at his apartment when detectives arrived to arrest him but ampoules of Pavulon were found among his effects. Angelo was at Albany attending a medical technicians’ conference.

He readily admitted guilt when he was arrested and made a tape-recorded confession. He said he had given unprescribed drugs to dozens of patients. He was unmarried and led a quiet life, being well-respected by his neighbours who thought he was religiously and studiously inclined. He collected rocks and was an avid reader. ‘I would never in a million years think this man could do anything to harm somebody,’ said an acquaintance.

Angelo described himself as an inadequate person who wanted to be seen as some kind of medical hero saving people’s lives in an emergency. A criminologist endorsed this self diagnosis, saying that Angelo had decided he could play God by interfering with the medical destiny of his hospital patients.

It was thought that ten to twenty patients had died from lethal drug doses during a three-month period at the Good Samaritan Hospital. Several of the victims were exhumed and found to have traces of Pavulon in their bodies. At his trial for murder, the ‘Angel of Death’ was found guilty of second-degree murder and was sentenced to over sixty years’ imprisonment.

[582]

ARCHER-GILLIGAN, AMY

Forty-eight residents died at the Archer Home for Elderly People in Windsor, Connecticut over a five-year period in the early 1900s.

James H. Archer founded the home in 1907 and, when he died three years later, his widow took it on. She married Michael W. Gilligan in 1913 but he died after a brief illness. The following year, one of Amy’s residents, Franklin R. Andrews, despite being in apparently good health, died at the home.

The citizens of Windsor voiced suspicions about the way the home was run, although the doctor who had examined the late Mr Andrews gave his cause of death as gastric ulcers. Nevertheless, the community’s concerns were discussed with the editor of the newspaper and the police were prompted to launch a discreet inquiry.

It was discovered that Mrs Archer-Gilligan’s conditions for accepting clients into her home for the elderly were that they paid up to $1500, for which they were promised a lifetime’s care. Viewed against the high death rate, which was six times greater than the average for the area, the investigators’ suspicions hardened. Two of the deaths, including that of Mr Gilligan, were re-examined. Exhumation of the bodies revealed that the real cause of death was arsenical poisoning.

Amy Archer-Gilligan was tried for murder at Hartford in June 1917. Powerful circumstantial evidence was brought against her, including her purchases of large quantities of arsenic from the local druggist. She claimed the poison was to be used for destroying rats. Amy made much of her devotion to the nursing profession and to the ideals of the church, but the poison found in the corpses of her former patients weighed heavily against her.

She was found guilty on five counts of murder in the first degree and was sentenced to death. She secured a retrial on appeal in June 1919 when her guilt was confirmed and she was sentenced to life imprisonment. She died in 1928, aged fifty-nine, in an insane asylum. As one writer observed, she must ‘have been suffering from her climacteric, which deeply affects the endocrines of women and thus induces all kinds of abnormal and half-insane conduct.’

[871]

ARMSTRONG, HERBERT ROWSE

One of the classic English poison cases in which a solicitor and retired army officer was hanged for murdering his wife.

Major Armstrong, a small man with a mild manner, worked as a solicitor in Hay-on-Wye. He married a woman who combined a tendency towards hypochondria with the habit of nagging her husband.

Katharine Armstrong became ill in July 1920 and was certified as insane. She spent several months in an asylum before returning home where she died on 22 February 1921. The major recorded the event in his diary with the entry ‘K died’. Her death, which was attributed to natural causes, had been preceded by a painful, wasting illness.

A few months later, Armstrong became involved in a dispute with a rival solicitor over a legal matter. He invited Oswald Martin to his house for tea, ostensibly to settle the argument on a friendly basis. With the apology, ‘Excuse fingers’, he handed Martin a buttered scone, with the result that his guest was subsequently taken ill. Suspicion was aroused when Martin’s father-in-law, who was also the town’s chemist, recalled that Major Armstrong had recently bought arsenic at his shop. An analysis of Martin’s urine proved that he had indeed ingested arsenic.

The police made discreet inquiries about Major Armstrong who, because of his professional background, was regarded as something of a pillar of the community. Shock waves were sent around Hay-on-Wye when, on 31 December 1921, Major Armstrong was arrested at his office and charged with attempting to murder Oswald Martin. A full murder charge was brought after his wife’s body was exhumed and arsenic was found.

Armstrong’s trial at Hereford was dominated by medical evidence, with Sir Bernard Spilsbury testifying for the prosecution. The little major was severely questioned by the judge who wanted to know why Armstrong had a packet of arsenic in his pocket on the day he was arrested and why he had tried to conceal it. His fumbling excuse that it was for treating dandelions carried no conviction. It was far more likely that he was simply prepared to make another attempt to poison Oswald Martin.

The jury found Major Armstrong guilty of murder and he was hanged at Gloucester Prison on 31 May 1922. The Armstrong case has a number of parallels with that of Harold Greenwood. Both men were solicitors in Wales and both were accused of poisoning their wives with arsenic. The difference was that Greenwood was acquitted. The Armstrong case featured in a television drama called Dandelion Dead in 1994. The following year, a new book, Dead not Buried, purported to show that Armstrong was the victim of a miscarriage of justice.

[43, 712, 1022]

ARMSTRONG, JOHN

The five-and-a-half-months-old son of John and Janet Armstrong died mysteriously at their home on 22 July 1955. Poisonous berries were first thought to be the cause of baby Terry’s death but then barbiturates were found and a murder charge followed.

John Armstrong, aged twenty-five, was a Royal Navy Sick Berth Attendant serving at Haslar Hospital, near Gosport. His nineteenyear-old wife Janet had borne three children, the first having died at the age of three months, leaving Pamela, nearly three years old, as the survivor.

It was known that Pamela had eaten poisonous berries from the garden and supposed that she had given some to baby Terry. This appeared to be the case when a post-mortem showed red skins in the dead infant’s stomach. The Armstrongs’ son was buried but suspicions about his death lingered. Further examination was made in Scotland Yard’s Forensic Laboratory of the red skins which proved to be not from naturally occurring berries but the gelatine capsules of the barbiturate drug, Seconal. Traces of the drug were found in the baby’s body after it was exhumed.

The parents denied having any Seconal in their home but again suspicion lingered when it was discovered that a quantity of capsules had been stolen from the drugs cupboard at the hospital where John worked. An open verdict was recorded at the coroner’s inquest and the affair appeared to be closed.

The Armstrongs drifted apart and, in July 1956, Janet’s application to the Gosport magistrates for a separation order was refused. She went to the police and made a statement admitting that there had been Seconal in the house which John had been taking to help him sleep. She said that he had instructed her to dispose of it.

John and Janet Armstrong were arrested on 1 September 1956 and charged with the murder of baby Terry. At their trial in Winchester, John admitted taking drugs from the hospital but denied any involvement in his son’s death. It emerged that he had returned home at lunch-time on the day the baby died and had the opportunity to be alone with him.

John Armstrong was found guilty and sentenced to death, although he was later reprieved. Janet was acquitted and, in a sensational statement a month later, admitted that she had given the baby a Seconal capsule to help him sleep. John maintained his innocence and there was pressure for him to be released from his life sentence. The Home Secretary declined to take any further action.

[28, 314, 496]

AXEMAN OF NEW ORLEANS

A number of violent killings committed in New Orleans between 1911 and 1919 were the work of an uncaught serial murderer.

The murderer acquired his name on account of his methods which involved smashing his way through the door of his victims’ home and axing them to death. He then left the murder weapon at the scene of the crime. His motive appeared to be a desire to kill Italian grocers.

Matters came to a head on 24 May 1918 when Joseph Maggio and his wife were found murdered in the room behind their store. They had been attacked with an axe and slashed with a razor. On 28 June, Louis Besumer and his wife were attacked in their store by an axe-wielding intruder. It turned out that the axe belonged to Besumer and that his companion, who died in hospital, was not his wife. Before she succumbed to her injuries, Harriet Rowe accused Besumer of attacking her. He was promptly arrested.

On 5 August, the Axeman struck again. On this occasion, his victim, a pregnant woman, survived. The victim of an attack on 10 March was not so fortunate. Joseph Romano died of his wounds. The panic which had seized New Orleans at this violent onslaught began to subside as the months passed without further incident. But then, on 10 March 1919, the Axeman returned. The Cortimiglia family ran a grocery business in the Gretna district of the city. Neighbours rushed to their aid when they heard screams coming from their shop and found Charles and Rosie Cortimiglia bleeding from head injuries. Worst still, they found two-year-old Mary dead. A bloodstained axe was near by.

When she recovered, Rosie Cortimiglia accused her neighbours, Iorlando and Frank Jordano, of being the attackers. Both men were arrested but strongly protested their innocence. The axeman struck twice more, his last victim being Mike Pepitone, another grocer, killed on 27 October.

This extraordinary story had several sequels. The Jordanos were tried for murder and convicted, only to be released in December 1920 when Rosie Cortimiglia admitted she had falsely accused them. Louis Besumer was tried and found not guilty and, on 2 December 1920, Mike Pepitone’s widow shot a man dead in a New Orleans street, claiming he was the axeman. The dead man was Joseph Mumfre, a businessman from Los Angeles.

With echoes of the infamous Jack the Ripper murders, a letter signed ‘The Axeman’ and sent from ‘Hell, 13 March, 1919’ was sent to the editor of the Times-Picayune. The writer claimed to have a ‘close relationship to the Angel of Death’. The murder of Italian grocers in New Orleans ceased with the death of Joseph Mumfre but the killings remain officially unsolved.

[901]


B

BABES IN THE WOOD CASE

Two nine-year-old girls were founded murdered in a Brighton park in 1986. A local man was tried and acquitted and the case remains officially unsolved.

Karen Hadaway and Nicola Fellows disappeared on 9 October 1986. They returned home from school as usual and were seen playing together at 6.20 pm near Wild Park. When they did not return home, a search was mounted and their bodies were discovered the next day. They had been strangled and sexually assaulted.

A local man, twenty-year-old Russell Bishop, who had helped in the search, became a prime suspect. He knew both families and had been seen in the Wild Park shortly before the girls disappeared. He was also known to the police as a petty criminal. A blue sweat-shirt bearing a distinctive logo had been found during the search. Trace evidence on the garment established that it had been in contact with the victims’ clothes. Several witnesses claimed that the sweatshirt belonged to Bishop.

Bishop was tried for murder at Lewes Crown Court in November 1987. Forensic evidence featured strongly in the proceedings. The prosecution believed that the sweat-shirt belonged to the killer and, although it was linked forensically to the victims’ clothing, there was nothing linking it to Bishop. Dog hairs which were found in abundance on all of Bishop’s garments were not present on the sweat-shirt.

The prosecution evidence did not stand up and the jury returned a Not Guilty verdict. Bishop was acquitted but suffered a local hate campaign when his home was fire-bombed and leaflets calling him a ‘child-killer’ were distributed.

In February 1990, a seven-year-old girl was abducted near her home in Brighton when she was roller-skating in the street. She was bundled into the boot of a car and driven off to Devil’s Dyke. An attempt was made to strangle her but she managed to break free. Bishop was rounded up routinely for questioning and the girl identified him as her attacker.

Bishop was tried for attempted murder in November 1990. He pleaded not guilty but paint particles on the victim’s boots matched the paint on his car. He was convicted of attempted murder, kidnap and sexual assault and sentenced to life imprisonment.

After Bishop’s second trial, a number of newspapers declared him to be the Babes in the Wood murderer. In their book A Question of Evidence, published in 1991, Christopher Berry Dee and Robin Odell argued that Bishop was correctly acquitted and that new evidence was sufficient to warrant reopening the investigation.

[71]

BAIN, DAVID

Controversial family murder in New Zealand in 1994 with echoes of the Amityville killings twenty years earlier in the USA (see Ronald DeFeo).

Emergency services in Dunedin were alerted on the morning of 20 June 1994 by a semi-hysterical caller saying, ‘My father’s dead, Mum’s dead, they’re all dead’. When helpers arrived on the scene, they immediately found four bodies. In separate rooms of the house, were Margaret Bain, her teenage daughters, Arawa and Laniet, and son Stephen, also a teenager. All had been shot in the head. In addition, Stephen’s body showed signs of partial strangulation.

Margaret’s husband, Robin Bain, was found dead in a caravan in the garden, with a rifle, which later proved to be the murder weapon, lying beside him. On the family computer police found the enigmatic message, ‘Sorry, you are the only one who deserved to stay’. The only member of the family still alive was David, the Bains’s twenty-two year old son, who had raised the alarm.

Initially, it was thought that Robin Bain had killed his family and then committed suicide. This assumption was to be rudely shattered when his son, David, was arrested and charged with all five murders. He protested his innocence. David Bain’s trial opened on 8 May 1995. The prosecution’s case was that he had killed his mother, brother and sisters before setting out on his daily newspaper round and that, on his return, he put the message on the computer and killed his father before raising the alarm. The defence argument was that it was not possible to prove beyond a reasonable doubt that David Bain was responsible for the deaths.

The whole case was perhaps encapsulated by the judge’s opening remarks when he summed-up: ‘Well who did it?’, he asked, ‘David Bain? or Robin Bain?’ The jury returned their verdict on 26 May 1995, having decided that David Bain was guilty. He was sentenced to life imprisonment.

Subsequent appeals to the New Zealand Appeal Court and the Judicial Committee of the Privy Council failed and David Bain remains in prison. His conviction disturbs the conscience of many New Zealanders and former All Blacks player, Joe Karam, has been a tireless campaigner on his behalf.

[502, 503, 630]

BAKSH, DR JOHN

South London medical practitioner convicted of murdering his first wife and attempting to murder his second.

During a holiday at his villa in Spain in 1983, Dr Baksh killed his wife with an injection of morphine. They had been married for twenty-one years. Cause of death was given as a heart attack. Ruby was buried in Spain and Baksh returned to his medical practice in England and cashed in on her life insurance. He immediately set his sights on Madhu, a young doctor who had recently joined the practice.

Within weeks of Ruby`s death, Baksh proposed marriage to Madhu and she accepted. While they were enjoying a weekend in Paris he told her that he had killed his first wife in order to be free to marry her. Despite this shocking revelation, Madhu accepted his proposal but from then on the relationship was a fearful one.

On 4 January 1986, Baksh and his new wife shared a bottle of champagne. He gave Madhu a glass of bubbly which he had laced with sedatives and injected her with morphine. Later, he carried her drugged body to his car and drove to Keston Ponds near Bromley where he cut her throat with a kitchen knife and left her to die. Baksh returned home and called the police to report that his wife had been abducted by two men. In this way he hoped to establish a false trail.

Fortunately, Madhu had been discovered by a passer-by close to death and was rushed to hospital where her life was saved. While recovering from her ordeal, she wrote a note saying, ‘My husband is a killer. Tell the judge he killed his first wife’. The body of Ruby Baksh was exhumed and traces of morphine were found.

Madhu testified at Baksh’s trial at the Old Bailey in December 1986 and related his confession to murder and the attempt he had made on her life. There were also suspicions that the doctor might have been implicated in the deaths of two elderly partners in his medical practice. Dr Baksh was found guilty of murder and attempted murder and sentenced to terms of twenty and fourteen years’ imprisonment to run concurrently. Inevitably, the popular press ran stories about ‘Dr Death’.

[183, 273]

BALL, EDWARD

One of the rare cases in which a murder conviction was achieved without the victim’s body being found.

A car was spotted parked at a strange angle in a road facing the sea at Shankill in County Dublin on 18 February 1936. There were no occupants in the car but the driver’s door was open and bloodstains were visible on the back seat.

The car was traced to Vera Ball, wife of a well-known doctor who lived at Booterstown in Dublin. When police made inquiries at the house, they were told by the Ball’s youngest son, nineteen-year-old Edward, that his parents had separated. He explained that he and his mother continued to live in the family home.

Ball said he had last seen his mother the previous evening when she left the house at about 7.45 in her car. He thought she might be staying with friends. A search of the house produced some interesting findings. Numerous items of wet, muddy and bloodstained clothing were found in Edward’s room and there was a large wet stain on the carpet in Mrs Ball’s room which had been locked.

Despite the failure to locate Mrs Ball’s body, the police were convinced that she was dead. Edward told them that she had been depressed and had taken her own life, using a razor-blade to cut her throat. He had decided to dispose of the body at sea and, under cover of darkness, put the corpse in his car and drove to Shankill. He carried his dead mother out to the seashore and let the ebb tide carry her away.

Ball was nevertheless sent for trial and the prosecution maintained that far from committing suicide, it was more likely that Mrs Ball had been killed by her son, probably using the bloodstained axe found in the garden. The defence pleaded that Ball was suffering from dementia praecox and, after listening to the judge’s direction, the jury found him guilty but insane. Edward Ball was ordered to be detained during the Governor-General’s Pleasure.

[225]

BALL, GEORGE

Perpetrator of the so-called Liverpool Sack Murder in 1913.

A ship’s steward waiting for his girl-friend outside Bradfield’s tarpaulin works in Old Hall Street on 10 December 1913 unknowingly witnessed the removal of a murder victim from the scene of the crime. A shutter had blown down from the building, slightly injuring the waiting man. A young worker came out from the building and offered apologies. Shortly afterwards a boy left the works pushing a handcart. He was joined by the man who had come out earlier and they walked off down the street.

The next day, the gates of one of the locks on the Leeds–Liverpool canal was found to be blocked by a water-logged bundle. When the obstacle was removed it was found to be a woman’s body wrapped in a tarpaulin. The corpse was identified as forty-year-old Christina Bradfield by a distinctive medallion around her neck. She managed the shop in Old Hall Street for her brother.

The police began a search for the two men seen pushing the handcart out of Bradfield’s who had been identified as George Ball and Samuel Angeles Elltoft. Eighteen-year-old Elltoft was rounded up immediately but Ball evaded investigators for ten days. But when he was found, a search of his pockets produced Miss Bradfield’s watch and there was blood on his clothes.

Ball’s story was that an armed intruder had broken into the tarpaulin shop, striking Miss Bradfield over the head and snatching the day’s takings before making good his escape. It was a story high on invention but low in credibility. Christina Bradfield had been bludgeoned to death and her body had been sewn into a sack.

Ball and Elltoft were tried for murder at Liverpool Assizes in February 1914. Ball was found guilty of murder and sentenced to death. Elltoft was found guilty of being an accessory after the fact and was sentenced to four years’ penal servitude. Twenty-two-year-old Ball confessed to his crime before being hanged on 26 February 1914.

[255]

BALL, JOE

Proprietor of a roadhouse in Texas who was thought to have fed five of his murder victims to alligators.

During America’s prohibition era, Ball ran a bootlegging business at Elmdorf, a small Texan town near San Antonio. This provided him with funds at the end of the 1930s to set up a roadhouse near US Highway 181 which he called The Sociable Inn. His ideas for encouraging customers involved the employment of beautiful girls as waitresses and the novelty attraction of an alligator pool.

Some of the entertainment at the inn bordered on the sadistic. Ball amused his guests by throwing chunks of meat to his alligators and sometimes supplemented their food with a live cat or dog. The time came when regular guests noticed that none of his beautiful waitresses stayed very long. Ball’s reply was, ‘You know how they are; they come and go.’

Rumours began after Ball’s third wife went missing and the police began to take an interest in The Sociable Inn. Until then, he had laughed off his customers’ jibes about the disappearing women, but when police officers visited him in September 1938, he resorted to dramatic action. Pulling out a handgun from behind the bar, he shot himself in the head.

His missing wife proved to be living in California, having left Texas for her own protection, after Ball admitted to her that he had killed one of his waitresses. The inn’s handyman told police the location of two graves containing murder victims’ corpses, and a local rancher recounted catching Ball literally red-handed. Late one night, he had witnessed the proprietor of The Sociable Inn treating his alligators to a feast of human flesh. Ball threatened his life if he did not remain silent.

It was believed that as many as fourteen of Ball’s waitresses met an untimely and violent end. As for the alligators, they were pensioned off to a zoo in San Diego.

[762]

BAMBER, JEREMY

Murdered five members of his family at his adoptive parents’ home at Tolleshunt D’Arcy, Essex in 1985.

On 7 August 1985, Bamber reported to the police that a tragedy had occurred at White House Farm. He said his father had telephoned him from the house saying that his sister had gone berserk with a gun. Lying dead in the eighteenth-century farmhouse were Neville and June Bamber, both in their early sixties, his sister Sheila Cafell, aged twenty-seven, and her twin six-year-old boys. They had all been shot at point-blank range with a .22 rifle which lay across Sheila’s body.

The immediate conclusion was that Sheila, a former model known as ‘Bambi’, had killed the family members and then turned the gun on herself. She had a history of psychiatric illness and, aided by Jeremy’s suggestion that she had gone crazy, the popular newspapers laid the murders at her door. Jeremy appeared distraught at the funerals.

A month after the tragedy at White House Farm, Bamber’s girlfriend told the police that Jeremy had confessed to the killings, boasting that he had committed the perfect murder. It became clear that he bore a certain amount of ill will towards his adoptive parents. He resented having been sent to boarding school and disliked the restriction his father had put on his inheritance. Jeremy and Sheila stood to share an estate of over £400,000, provided, in Jeremy’s case, he worked on the farm. His inclinations lay less with the agricultural life than with the night life of Colchester and London. When he heard that his mother proposed to change the will in favour of her twin grand-children, he could see his ambitions of wealth disintegrating. He referred to his mother as a religious maniac and blamed her for making his sister mad.

A close look at the forensic evidence concerning the twenty-five shots fired during the killings showed that a silenced weapon had been used. The silencer bearing traces of Sheila’s blood was found in the family gun cabinet. It was clear that the rifle with its silencer fitted was too long for Sheila to reach the trigger and shoot herself twice through the neck. Hence, she could not have taken her own life.

Jeremy Bamber was tried for murder at Chelmsford in October 1986. When counsel told him he was not telling the truth, he replied, ‘That is what you have got to establish.’ He simply denied the killings. The jury brought in a majority verdict of guilty and the judge told him the killing of his family ‘was evil almost beyond belief’. Twenty-five year-old Bamber was sentenced to twenty-five years’ imprisonment.

In April 1995, he lost his attempt in the High Court to challenge the Home Secretary’s decision that he should remain in prison for life. A second appeal was launched in 2002 based on new DNA evidence but was judged to be insufficient grounds to alter the original verdict.

[143, 758, 983]

BARFIELD, MARGIE VELMA

Bible-quoting grandmother who confessed to four murders and was executed by lethal injection in North Carolina in 1984.

Velma had bad luck with her husbands. The first was burned to death in bed in 1969 and her second died of gastroenteritis in 1971. She turned to religion and became dependent on tranquillizers. She was hospitalized several times and stole in order to buy drugs.

After her mother died of gastroenteritis, Velma took a job as live-in maid to Dollie Edwards, an elderly woman who lived alone in her house in Raleigh. She impressed visiting relatives with her caring attitude and Christian beliefs to the extent that Stuart Taylor, the old lady’s nephew, wanted to marry her. Old Mrs Edwards died of gastroenteritis in February 1977 and Velma grieved at her funeral.

Within two months another elderly person Velma was looking after died suddenly and then Stuart Taylor, by now her fiance, discovered that she had been forging his cheques. He said he would report her to the police but died before he could carry out the threat. An autopsy revealed that he had been poisoned with arsenic and Velma was immediately suspected.

She confessed to poisoning Taylor and admitted three other killings. Exhumation of her victims’ bodies proved that their gastroenteritis had been caused by arsenic poisoning. Arsenic was also found in the body of her first husband whom she denied killing. Velma was charged with the murder of Stuart Taylor and sent for trial. She pleaded guilty by reason of insanity and her defence was that the crimes had been committed while she was in a state of drug dependency. She said, ‘There wasn’t a day in those ten years when my mind was free of drugs.’

Described as a wonderful mother and a loving grandmother, she expressed sorrow for all the hurt she had caused. The jury found her guilty of first-degree murder and she was sentenced to death. She spent six years on Death Row while her appeals were heard, being finally rejected by the US Supreme Court.

Under North Carolina law she was entitled to choose her form of execution – the gas chamber or lethal injection. She spent her last days reading the Bible and answering the many letters she received in prison. On 2 November 1984, Velma Barfield, a fifty-two-year-old grandmother wearing pink pyjamas, was given a lethal injection at the State Prison in Raleigh. She was the first woman to be executed in the USA since Elisabeth Duncan went to the gas chamber at San Quentin, California on 8 August 1962.

[35, 86]

BARLOW, KENNETH

Male nurse convicted of murdering his wife with an insulin injection in 1957.

Kenneth and Elizabeth Barlow lived in Bradford. On 3 May 1957, at about midnight, a doctor was called to their house after Barlow found his wife drowned in the bath. She had been unwell earlier in the evening and, after a bout of vomiting, had decided to take a bath. Barlow said he had drifted off to sleep and when he woke up realised that his wife was not in bed. He found her lying in the water-filled bath and, after attempting artificial respiration, called for help.

There were no apparent marks of violence on Elizabeth Barlow’s body and, bearing in mind that she was unwell, she might have slipped under the water and drowned. However, her widely dilated eyes had not escaped the doctor’s attention. No traces of drugs were found at the post-mortem nor were there any obvious injection marks. Two hypodermic syringes were found in the house which Barlow said he had used on himself to administer penicillin. This was not exceptional in view of his occupation. But what interested the police was the lack of water on the bathroom floor and the dry condition of his pyjamas in view of the reported attempt to revive his wife. Baffled as to the cause of the weakness which led to the drowning, doctors made a minute examination of the surface of Mrs Barlow’s body. Their close scrutiny was rewarded by the discovery of two needle marks in one of her buttocks. Evidence of an injection, associated with the dilation of her pupils and the knowledge that she had vomited, indicated that insulin might have been given. Analysis of the tissue at the site of the needle marks was positive for insulin, leading to the inevitable conclusion that Mrs Barlow had been given an injection of the drug shortly before she died.

Kenneth Barlow had access to supplies of insulin at St Luke’s Hospital and, most damagingly, a former nursing colleague reported that he had talked about insulin as a means of committing the perfect murder. He explained that the drug was undetectable once in the body as it dissolved in the bloodstream without trace.

His trial for murder was dominated by medical evidence. A theory put forward by the defence was that Elizabeth Barlow slipped under the bath water and, in a physiological reaction to her panic, a large amount of natural insulin was secreted into her bloodstream. Countering this, experts for the prosecution pointed out that a hitherto inconceivable secretion of 15,000 units would have been required to achieve this effect.
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