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      Boris Karloff as John Gray in The Body Snatcher (1945).
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    Sing me a song of a lad that is gone,


    Say, could that lad be I?


    Merry of soul he sailed on a day


    Over the sea to Skye.

  


  
    Preface


    Trailing Tusitala


    


    I have seen The Body Snatcher (1945) more often than any other film. After the 100th time, I stopped counting, and that was two decades ago. I also have written about it more than any other film, comprising a chapter in my 1994 book Robert Louis Stevenson: Life, Literature and the Silver Screen and sections of my three volumes on Boris Karloff, published between 1991 and 2021. A few years back, I petitioned the Library of Congress to nominate it for inclusion in the National Film Registry, a valiant but vain attempt.


    The first Stevenson story I heard was Treasure Island. While still a bairn, I listened with rapt attention as my father read the novel to me during a succession of bedtime story nights. My initial experience of reading Stevenson’s work, after discovering a well-worn paperback of collected stories among the family books, occurred at about age nine. Prior to tackling The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, I thought that “The Body-Snatcher,” a short story, made more sense as an introduction. And, as much as I was intrigued by the more familiar title of the famous novella, the graverobbing designation proved irresistible to a lad who was mesmerized by Boris Karloff films such as Frankenstein and The Mummy, which, on a rare Saturday evening, would air on local commercial television.


    In 1972, free from technological distractions, including video (which wouldn’t arrive in my domain for six more years), reading was still the alpha and omega of entertainment, and, dare I say, enlightenment. Right and proper, Stevenson’s story came first, since I was unable to see the film adaptation until after receiving a videocassette copy (containing a very dark, inferior television print) at Yuletide 1980.


    Until I met my wife and literary partner in crime, Yuyun Yuningsih Nollen, in 2017, three of the greatest loves of my life were Scotland, Robert Louis Stevenson and Boris Karloff. Combined, they are an all-consuming passion. At the time Robert Louis Stevenson: Life, Literature and the Silver Screen was taking shape, my dream was to, one day, travel to Samoa, where I would visit “Tusitala’s” home, Vailima, and tomb atop Mount Vaea, where he is interred beside his wife, Fanny Osbourne Stevenson.


    Though I never made it to Samoa, I ended up more “far and away” than that, on the South Seas island of Java, in Indonesia. After I became permanently disabled and seriously ill in 2010, I thought my days of being “The Vagabond Scholar” were over; but little did I know that I would subsequently make a Herculean struggle, traveling more than 100,000 miles between the Western and Eastern hemispheres to get married, therefore prolonging my existence and surviving to write several more books, including this one. Like my literary hero, inspiration and posthumous mentor, I am now in the South Seas, writing with evermore devotion, about Scotland. If it wasn’t true, this would read like a Hollywood movie, which brings us to the central subject of this book.


    Though I was born in the States, I am indeed a Scott. The research and writing of Robert Louis Stevenson: Life, Literature and the Silver Screen began in 1989, and was greatly inspired by a journey to Scotland in September and October 1990. While enjoying the infinite attractions of Auld Caledonia, I investigated and located many actual sites used by Stevenson in some of his most famous stories, including his superb novel Kidnapped (1886).


    To absorb the atmosphere of “The Body-Snatcher” (written in 1881) on a first-hand basis, I trekked through the Pentland Hills, a picturesque range of braes southwest of Edinburgh, into Midlothian, to explore the kirkyards of Glencorse and Penicuik, where the Fishers Tryst pub was still providing refreshments for the local inhabitants and at least this one visitor. “That’s no the stuff they import to the States, Yank,” one of them announced.


    In those pre-internet days, I benefited from the assistance of the kindly Mrs. P. Ciupik, keeper of a bed-and-breakfast at Polton Bank, Edinburgh, whose German Shepherd, “Kate,” was more than willing to wolf down the signature Scottish sausages that kept adorning my breakfast plate. Asked about the composition of said sausages, Mrs. Ciupik replied, “Well, lad: beef, pork and a wee bit o’ sheep, tae be sure.” Even if it seemed mostly (in Stateside vernacular) “mystery meat” to me, the high protein served me well during the daylong exploration of the locales used by Stevenson in his story geared to frighten the Very De’il Himsel’.


    While in Penicuik, some real “snatching” did occur, when an attendant at a filling station purloined the petrol cap from the rental car after he had “topped it off.” This necessitated plugging the intake of the tank over the weekend, until a new cap could be purchased the following Monday, at an auto parts store near Glasgow, about 55 miles to the northwest.


    During my wanderings, I experienced many other Scottish locales that figure into the story of this book, related not only to Stevenson’s story but also the historical events that inspired it. Prominent sites in the exploits of Burke and Hare included Greyfriars Kirk and the anatomical laboratory of Dr. Robert Knox.


    Several Scottish historians and Stevenson scholars contributed to Life, Literature and the Silver Screen, for which they offered many kind words after its publication. My friend, the late Dr. Ernest Mehew, of Stanmore, Middlesex, was an independent scholar with many connections to British institutions of higher learning, notably the National Library of Scotland. His investigative quest involving a rare original Stevenson letter in my possession at the time (RLS was notorious for leaving his missives undated), in which he was assisted by Robin A. Hill of Edinburgh, resulted in not only an accurate date but also important details that informed that book and, nearly 30 years later, this one.


    The letter, included in the 1994 book, subsequently was published in Mehew’s multi-volume, Yale University edition of Stevenson’s letters and now resides in the permanent collection of Stevenson manuscripts at the Silverado Museum in St. Helena, California. The location of Stevenson’s honeymoon, it provided an unforgettable memory after I was asked to speak at the museum by the former curator, the late Edmond Reynolds, who, along with the large gathering there, greatly appreciated the book. (The letter also is reproduced in chapter two here.)


    The speaking engagement at Silverado led to an invitation from the Earl of Moray to visit his ancestral Caledonian domain, which includes the actual location of Stevenson’s 1880 short story “The Pavilion on the Links,” near North Berwick, a small town northeast of Edinburgh on the Firth of Forth. Unfortunately, I was forced by a circumstance beyond my control to turn down this beneficent offer, which would have provided benefits untold for a Stevenson aficionado. Woe betide this lad for forsaking the Bonnie Earl o’ Moray!


    The origins of this book on The Body Snatcher stretch all the way back to 1980, however; and the actual writing began 35 years ago, while I was attending an excellent class on the classic horror film, taught by the late Dr. Edward Lowry, a professor from Southern Methodist University in Dallas, Texas. In 1985, he was visiting my alma mater, the University of Iowa, for one semester. The final test for the course, as assigned by Lowry, standing in front of the theater screen in the university’s Communication Studies building, decked out in his requisite blue jeans and cowboy boots, was to submit an original, forensic-level analysis of a single, formidable scene in a vintage fright film.


    For me, there were only two choices: either the “creation scene” achieved by director James Whale, cinematographer John J. Mescall, and editor Ted J. Kent in Bride of Frankenstein (1935) or the hair-raising climactic sequence in The Body Snatcher. Since I was a lifelong admirer of Stevenson, and already had probed the adapted scene many times (during daydreams and nightmares), the process involved preparing a detailed storyboard-like chart of the scene (while relying on the decidedly imperfect “freeze frame” on my old Sony Betamax machine, while watching a dark, contrast-bereft print). The gambit payed off: In the words of Professor Lowry, written across the top of my paper, “This was an inspired choice…”


    Lowry and I had planned to write what became Boris Karloff: A Critical Account of His Screen, Stage, Television, Radio and Recording Work as a collaborative effort, but his untimely death later that year (at age 34) rattled me to my foundations and forced me to forge ahead on my own. Dedicated in part to his memory, the book was published in 1991.


    Creating Robert Louis Stevenson: Life, Literature and the Silver Screen necessitated reading the prolific author’s entire output of novels, short stories, poetry, essays and travel books (even the many works left unfinished at the time of his death at age 44 in 1894). This exploit, achieved “old school” by checking out the hardcover library tomes and toting them around for endless months, also insured that Stevenson would evermore serve as my posthumous literary mentor. To reference Russell Wade’s “Donald Fettes” in The Body Snatcher: I benefited from fine English and literature instructors during my pre-collegiate days, but that experience provided only the mechanics of writing. The poetry in crafting prose came from an outstanding professor during a graduate seminar in U.S. foreign policy, and from the Scots-suffused stories and verse of Robert Louis Balfour Stevenson.


    After the book was published in 1994, misinformation continued to creep into general writings on The Body Snatcher; not necessarily about the film adaptation but concerning the Burke and Hare case or Stevenson’s career. Over the past quarter-century, much additional research has been undertaken to provide the expanded coverage herein. As a “historian who writes about films,” I also provide some context for the period in which The Body Snatcher was written and produced, when the world was neck-deep in an abominable global war. Ironically, in Tinsel Town, while millions were being massacred in real life, the producer, Val Lewton, would face hurdles from a major arbiter of public morality, accusing him of promulgating “excessive gruesomeness” in the realm of the “reel.”


    Stevenson suffered mightily all his short life from major illnesses and was forced continually to seek more amiable climes in the hope of improving his miserable physical condition. He spent most of his writing time in bed, and his maladies encompassed both bronchial and gastric problems. As much as I admire him, the thought of becoming like him, beyond learning a wee bit from his literary prowess, never entered my mind. But, physically laid low by side effects from treatment for a previous life-threatening illness, I permanently lost the ability to stand and walk, as well as developing a near-fatal infection from salmonella poisoning, the effects of which also are incurable.


    Beginning to muster enough strength to write in various hospital beds, I was able to complete several new books, and thereafter had to do my research and writing while sitting in bed or the relative comfort of a sofa or overstuffed chair. In fact, at one point, I was informed by a physician that I had “only 12 to 24 hours to live.” Fortunately, his diagnosis proved incorrect.


    In his excellent 2018 book The Scenery of Dreams: The True Story of Robert Louis Stevenson’s “Kidnapped,” Lachlan Munro writes,


    


    Stevenson’s health was never so bad as during his three years in Bournemouth, and he frequently was in imminent danger of death from pulmonary haemorrhages, compounded by periods of blindness. Mostly confined to bed, he was forbidden to speak for weeks on end, and he was obliged to communicate by signs and notes…However, it was under these extraordinary conditions that he did most of his best work; like some latter-day Scheherazade, telling tales to stay alive [my emphasis] — The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, Kidnapped, “Olalla” and “Markheim.” He finished Prince Otto, The Dynamiter and A Child’s Garden of Verses. A frequent visitor was the American writer, Henry James, who believed that Stevenson worked better when confined to his bed — the illness made his mind more active, and the seclusion helped him, defending from all interruptions — when he was well he played and talked, when he was ill he wrote. His life-threatening illness turned out to be the greatest facilitator of his imaginative genius, as it had been in childhood. [1]


    


    As far as literary ability is concerned, no one else is Stevenson; and I have no equivalent of Henry James, although my constant companion, Yuyun Yuningsih Nollen, also is my greatest inspiration. When Stevenson was too ill to write, he dictated, often to his stepdaughter, Isobel. When he couldn’t speak, he used sign language. I can do neither. Yuyun is an outstanding researcher and writes in her native language (which we then translate); but, so far, I don’t require an amanuensis.


    As “fate” would have it, I abandoned a northern land often beset by ice and snow for a sub-equatorial region of tropical heat and humidity; but I bypassed Samoa and reached Java, to roll in the footsteps of “Tusitala” (the name Samoan chiefs bestowed on Stevenson after he learned their language and intervened diplomatically in local political affairs). Like RLS, domiciled with his wife and stepson at Apia, where he created some of his finest writing, I practice a reasonable facsimile with mine at Bandung.


    In developing The Body Snatcher, Val Lewton did a remarkable job of transferring the world of Stevenson’s short story into a low-budget cinematic milieu, created entirely in Southern California. Stevenson not only knew about the locales he describes in his story, he lived in them. In retaining these actual sites for his screenplay, Lewton depicted them so convincingly that a viewer may believe that the producer-writer had paid them a visit. More than a century after Stevenson had walked the many miles through Edinburgh, the Pentland Hills and Midlothian, I fortunately had a similar experience. Writing this book brings enormous satisfaction. Yuyun Yuningsih Nollen and I hope that it will stand as a worthy companion to this outstanding motion picture.


    We owe particular thanks to Gregory William Mank, a fine film historian and fellow Karloff (and Lugosi) scholar, whose early literary works helped inspire my own four decades ago. It is a privilege to include his deeply considered and entirely relevant thoughts on The Body Snatcher as the foreword to our own text. Always a pleasure to be in solidarity with “so learned a man.” (All of us who hold The Body Snatcher in high esteem have benefited from his research in those RKO records now held hostage by a corporate culture that has adversely affected and even curtailed many similar efforts of scholarship, including some of my own.)


    A special acknowledgment goes to my lifelong friend, Ontario geologist and film-memorabilia collector extraordinaire Kris Marentette, who kindly supplied many of the illustrations scanned from original Body Snatcher publicity materials, including the lobby cards and most of the still photographs. I also would like to mention (for their interest, assistance and contributions during the past three decades) the following individuals, who either reside in this world or, alas, beyond: Seamus Carney, Roy Gullane, Lachlan [“Lachie”] Munro, David Pegg, Gary Don Rhodes, Andy M. Stewart and Peter G. Vasey of the Scottish Record Office, Edinburgh.


    Finally, Yuyun and I assume readers of this book already have seen The Body Snatcher prior to reading this book, especially chapter five (“Dissecting The Body Snatcher”). On the extremely unlikely chance that someone has not (and are averse to “spoilers,” a term that didn’t exist when I began watching, studying and writing about films more than a half-century ago; and certainly is impractical in any formal analysis of cinema), it is your responsibility to have the unforgettable experience of watching it first. (After all, I have seen the film more than 100 times, and I enjoy it more every time.) Definitely complete your own observation of the subject prior to perusing the post mortem!


    


    Scott Allen Nollen


    At the foot of Manglayang Mountain,


    Cileunyi, Bandung, West Java
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      The Stevenson family at Vailima: Lloyd Osbourne, Margaret Stevenson, Isobel Strong, Robert Louis Stevenson, Austin Strong, Fanny Stevenson and Joe Strong, Apia, Upolu, Samoa, 1892.

    

  


  
    Foreword by Gregory William Mank


    


    Never Get Rid of Me, Never Get Rid of Me, Never Get Rid of Me…


    


    The Body Snatcher is the greatest horror film of the 1940s.


    It’s also my favorite horror film of the 1940s — and one of my favorite films, period.


    The film’s macabre blessings are abundant:


    


    Boris Karloff hauntingly portrays smiling, singing, graverobbing, murdering and ultimately spectral Cabman John Gray, in what is arguably his greatest all-time performance.


    


    Val Lewton, the film’s producer, masterfully mixes his flair for atmospherics with blood-and-thunder melodramatics, his film based on Robert Louis Stevenson’s 1881 tale about the historic “resurrection men” Burke and Hare.


    


    Robert Wise, the director, destined for Academy Awards for West Side Story and The Sound of Music, brilliantly brings depth to the story, making it a moving tragedy.


    


    Henry Daniell, as the proud, tormented Dr. “Toddy” MacFarlane, is superb.


    


    Bela Lugosi, as dense, doomed janitor Joseph, transcends a featured role added for box office hype, showing what a versatile actor he truly could be.


    


    All facets of the film deliver: Robert De Grasse’s moody cinematography; Roy Webb’s dramatic and at times beautiful musical score; the chilling use of sound (for example, the clop-clopping of Karloff’s horse on the cobbled streets, which eventually becomes a terrifying harbinger of horror-to-come), and Philip MacDonald’s literate screenplay, much of it revised by Lewton himself.


    


    There’s even a memorable animal performance: “Little Robbie,” the dog who faithfully guards his dead master’s grave — and who falls victim to the Body Snatcher.


    


    And, of course…


    


    Never Get Rid of Me, Never Get Rid of Me…


    


    There’s the rip-roaring, spine-tingling climax, Gray seemingly having risen from the grave (yet still a corpse), riding on a coach on a stormy night, apparently naked, his ghastly white arm draped around the terrified MacFarlane — all preceded by Karloff’s taunting “Never Get Rid of Me” refrain, hissing through the rain and the wind.


    Karloff’s Gray has become a “resurrection man,” indeed.


    My high regard for the film has deepened over the decades, due to personal experiences which have made me feel strangely close to it. Some examples:


    When I was 25 years old and determined to learn as much as possible about my favorite films, I wrote to Robert Wise, asking if he’d send me a few memories of The Body Snatcher. Wise at the time was one of Hollywood’s most prominent and immensely successful filmmakers, and I actually didn’t expect a reply. Yet one day in the mailbox was a long, wonderful letter from Wise, packed with memories of Lewton, Karloff, Lugosi, the budget, the production and so on. Wise was sure to let me know that the film was also one of his personal favorites.


    About seven years later, on a research trip to Hollywood, I visited the RKO Archives based in a warehouse in the Korean neighborhood near Hollywood. RKO had been out of business for over 25 years and this warehouse contained the studio’s corporate history. There, the curator provided me with saddlebags of letters, contracts, and all the paperwork nuts-and bolts regarding the production of The Body Snatcher. When I noted there seemed to be little on Karloff in the saddlebags, the curator said, “Oh, he has his own file,” and another saddlebag came to my table.


    (Much of this material is now under lock-and-key at the Turner empire in Atlanta, Georgia. Researchers are turned away. I was lucky to review it when I did.)


    I talked with members of the cast, as well as Lewton’s widow and son. My dad had an Army buddy who, before they went overseas in World War II, was stationed with him in California; the buddy had visited the set of The Body Snatcher and had a funny Karloff story. I could go on, but suffice to say that, during my visits to the Monster Bash Convention in Mars, Pennsylvania, the past few years, Sharyn Moffett — who gave such a lovely performance as the crippled little girl Georgina in The Body Snatcher — has had a table right across from mine.


    At times, it almost feels that I was somehow part of the movie. It’s a nice sensation.


    This is one of those films which has a double dose of theatrics — those in the film, and those in the production. This was, for example, the eighth and final film teaming of Karloff and Lugosi. Their big scene, where Karloff “burkes” Lugosi, is superb — all the more so because of the sensitive personal and professional situation that existed between the two men.


    It was also a special film for Val Lewton’s “Snake Pit” unit. This was RKO’s challenge to Universal’s “Monster rally” House of Frankenstein, which had also starred Karloff as a Mad Doctor resurrecting the Wolf Man (Lon Chaney), Dracula (John Carradine) and Frankenstein’s Monster (Glenn Strange). Two very different types of Hollywood horror, battling it out for box-office supremacy.


    And it was a production in which the vital prime movers — Lewton, Wise, Karloff, Daniell, Lugosi and really the entire company — were trying to rise far above the hokum to which Hollywood Horror had sadly descended.


    They succeeded spectacularly.


    The film was made with respect, and genuinely, love. One of my favorite stories about the shoot:


    Thursday night, November 9, 1944: The Body Snatcher company was working on the RKO ranch in the San Fernando Valley. They were on the old set of The Hunchback of Notre Dame (1939); once medieval Paris, the set this night was playing 1831 Edinburgh.


    The scene: Gray’s murder of the lovely Street Singer, to get a cadaver to sell to MacFarlane without the danger of robbing an actual grave.


    The audience will see and hear the Street Singer, her soprano voice rising in the night, moving away from the camera, into darkness. Then they see the Body Snatcher’s carriage, his horse’s hoofs clopping on the cobbled street. The horse, coach and driver follow the Street Singer into the blackness — and suddenly, in the midst of a high note, she stops singing.


    Playing the Street Singer was Donna Lee. Playing the Body Snatcher, of course, was Boris Karloff. As Robert De Grasse prepared to shoot the scene, there was no real need for Karloff to be there. All that would be seen of the Body Snatcher, from the back, was his top hat. A double, stand-in, or stunt man could easily have taken over for Karloff. Actually, considering the angle, an RKO starlet in a bathing suit and wearing Karloff’s top hat could have been riding the coach.


    Karloff, of course, wouldn’t hear of a double. There he was, despite the late hour, the cold, the major back surgery he recently had had, riding the coach.


    The Street Singer disappeared into what the script called “Stygian darkness.” The coach followed. Her singing stopped.


    “Cut!” cried Robert Wise. Donna Lee was dismissed at 9:50 P.M. Karloff stayed on, dismissed at 10:45 P.M. from the “Edinburgh” location, arriving back at RKO at 11:30 P.M., then heading home to Coldwater Canyon at midnight.


    He was having the time of his life.


    


    Last year, my wife Barbara and I visited Edinburgh. The real-life history of the locale is fascinating, but I must admit that as I walked the streets, visited the castle, and saw the ancient graveyards, I imagined I was amidst the haunts of Karloff’s Body Snatcher, Henry Daniell’s MacFarlane, and Bela Lugosi’s Joseph.


    The Body Snatcher is about bodies, of course, but primarily it’s about souls. This film glistens with the depth of the characters it presents, and the brilliance of the talent who unforgettably created it.


    It’s an honor to write this Foreword to Scott Allen Nollen’s book about this remarkable movie.


    


    Gregory William Mank


    March 2020


    


    Gregory William Mank is the author of such books as It’s Alive! The Classic Cinema Saga of Frankenstein; Lugosi and Karloff: The Expanded Story of a Haunting Collaboration; and Laird Cregar: A Hollywood Tragedy. He has also provided audio commentaries for various classic horror films and appears in the Blu-ray release of The Body Snatcher in the documentary, You’ll Never Get Rid of Me: Resurrecting The Body Snatcher.

  


  
    1. The Iniquitous Exploits of Burke and Hare


    


    In the early 1800s, Edinburgh, Scotland, was a major center for the study of anatomy, rivalling Leiden, Netherlands, and Padua, Italy. Edinburgh’s reputation was assured by such doctor-instructors as Alexander Monro, John Bell, John Goodsir and Robert Knox. Required by Scottish law, medical researchers were allowed only to use the corpses of deceased prisoners, suicide victims, foundlings and orphans. At a time when high demand coincided with a shortage of legally available corpses, body snatchers, or “resurrection men,” began to contribute “unfairly” obtained subjects to the supply delivered to anatomists. Though stealing a body was not a crime, as it had no owner, disturbing a grave and the taking of property from a deceased person were considered criminal offenses.


    By the 1820s, Edinburgh residents began to take measures against the possible disinterring of their departed loved ones, including hiring guards and constructing watchtowers in cemeteries, and placing temporary stone slabs or iron cages, known as “mortsafes,” over graves. These precautions greatly deterred graverobbing, resulting in a troubling shortage for the city’s anatomists.


    By the mid-19th century, the names of William Burke and William Hare became synonymous with the act of graverobbing. Like so many sensational stories throughout human history, this association is the stuff of which myths are made. Neither man ever robbed a grave. They were, not body snatchers, but something even worse: cold-blooded murderers.


    Irish Catholics who moved to Edinburgh (Burke in 1818; Hare during the mid-1820s), both men originally sought navy work, but joined forces when Burke and his mistress, Helen MacDougal, moved into Log’s, a boarding house in Tanner’s Close owned by Hare and his wife. Burke and MacDougal had met Hare at Penicuik, south of Edinburgh, where they were all working during harvest time. At Log’s, both couples enjoyed pursuing a raucous, alcohol-fueled lifestyle.


    When a lodger named Donald died in the house on November 29, 1827, Hare teamed with Burke to sell the body to Dr. Knox, who, experiencing a dearth in dissection subjects, paid them the ample sum of £7 10s. Subsequently, they murdered 16 people, delivering the corpses to Knox. The victims, often female, were either lodgers or locals lured with the promise of liquor and sex. The method of murder involved a suffocation technique which left no detectable signs of violence on the body. In his 1995 book Murdering to Dissect, Tim Marshall notes, “Burke and Hare took graverobbing to its logical conclusion: instead of digging up the dead, they accepted lucrative incentives to destroy the living.” [1]


    Two candidates have been identified as possibly being the first murder victim: a miller named Joseph, who also was living at Log’s; or Abigail Simpson, a local salt seller. Some historians and commentators, including Sir Walter Scott, have leaned toward Joseph, who was smothered with a pillow. Delirious from a high fever, Joseph, considered dangerously infectious by the Hares, was plied with whisky before the deadly deed was done: While Burke immobilized the victim by laying across his torso, Hare applied the fatal pillow to his face. Knox awarded them with the princely sum of £10 for a specimen in such fine physical condition, insured in part by the suffocation method of murder, the cause of death being virtually imperceptible to any investigator at the time. Knox, impressed by the “freshness” of the corpses, continued to pay them, £8 to £10 for each, while asking no questions about the method of procurement.


    One of the duo’s victims, Mary Paterson [aka “Mary Mitchell”], whom they murdered after she passed out from overindulgence, was recognized by an anatomy student named Fergusson, who received the body, which they had stuffed inside a tea-chest. When questioned about the still-warm corpse, Burke replied that, after she had died from “the drink,” they purchased it from an elderly woman in the Canongate district of central Edinburgh. Over the next three months, Knox, who paid £8 for the delivery, stored the corpse in a vat of whisky. Strongly affected by the dead girl’s stunning appearance, several students sketched her form before Knox performed the dissection. Knox’s knowledge of the Paterson murder and that of James Wilson [aka “Daft Jamie”], a well-known mentally disabled, homeless Edinburgh teenager referred to as a “half-wit,” weighed heavily against him after Burke and Hare were arrested.


    Subsequent victims, female lodgers killed in the house or the nearby stable, all after being befuddled with whisky, were delivered in the tea-chest to Knox. One of their efforts, in June 1828, involved a double murder, that of an old woman and her deaf-mute grandson, whom Burke later confessed expired with a hideous expression that troubled him greatly. [2] Delivering two victims together proved a challenge for the murderous team, who abandoned the tea-chest for a herring barrel, into which they were forced to press the corpses, fetching £8 each from Knox. Further trouble had occurred on the way to Surgeon’s Square, when the horse pulling Hare’s cart halted at the Grassmarket, where he found a porter to help transport the container of death the remaining distance atop a handcart. Back at Tanner’s Close, Hare vented his psychotic rage by executing the horse.


    On June 24, when Burke and McDougal travelled to Falkirk to visit her father, Hare decided to commit a solo murder, from which he used a portion of the £8 payment to purchase a new wardrobe. When he lied to Burke about the deed, Hare incited an argument, culminating in a fistfight and the Burkes’ relocation to the nearby home of a cousin named Broggan [or “Brogan”].


    Three months later, the duo, resuming their homicidal collaboration, killed a washerwoman who had arrived at Log’s to do her laundry. The £8 netted from the delivery was split evenly this time around. Not long after, they committed another murder, during a visit by Ann Dougal [McDougal], one of Helen’s Falkirk relatives, for whom they were awarded £10. Burke later confessed that he rejected a suggestion by Hare’s wife that Helen also be killed, on grounds that a “Scotch woman
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      William Burke, by George Andrew Lutenor, a juror at Burke’s 1828 trial.
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      Birthplace of Robert Louis Stevenson, 8 Howard Place, Edinburgh. Photo by Scott Allen Nollen, September 1990.
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      Boris Karloff publicity portrait used by RKO Radio to publicize The Body Snatcher.
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      The Body Snatcher (1945) one-sheet poster, with artwork of Boris Karloff by William Rose.
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      The Body Snatcher (1945) style “B” half sheet poster.
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