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To my partner in crime, Justin
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Introduction: From Darkness to Light


At 3:45 a.m. on August 31, 1888, Mary Ann “Polly” Nichols was found dead in a London gateway—one of the first victims of Jack the Ripper. Just half an hour before, a policeman had walked by the gateway and found it empty. The murder must have occurred minutes before the body was discovered. So where was the killer now?

At first, police investigated those connected to Nichols—her ex-husband, for instance. But he had no motive. By now, he and Polly were living separate lives: he was caring for four of their five children near Old Kent Road in South London, and she was living as a prostitute in the East End. When three more victims were found the next month—all prostitutes and all with similar wounds—police knew the killer must be a stranger. Even today, stranger killings are difficult to solve. That was true more so then, when forensic science was in its infancy. The case poses the question: If the London detectives had had the tools that modern forensic scientists have, would Jack the Ripper be known today by his real name? Would some of his victims’ lives have been saved?
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An 1888 issue of the Penny Illustrated Paper features sketches of one of Jack the Ripper’s victims and the suspected killer.

Perhaps. But the fact is, today’s forensic science is built on innovations of the past. At the time of the Jack the Ripper murders, detectives did use several cutting-edge techniques, including crime scene photography and criminal profiling. Later, investigators would add to these, creating an arsenal of scientific tools that would help catch dangerous criminals. Techniques now include gathering trace evidence; testing bodies for poison; conducting autopsies; studying decomposed bodies; examining blood evidence; profiling criminals; testing DNA evidence; and analyzing bones, fingerprints, and markings on bullets.

Put simply, forensic science is the use of science to solve crimes. Though the following mysteries may seem to be ripped from the pages of crime novels, they are very real. Each describes the tragic taking—and breaking—of lives. That’s why forensic science is so important: it brings about justice for victims, peace of mind for communities, just punishment for the guilty, and freedom for the innocent.

Forensic science is far from perfect, however. As DNA testing became available, it helped to prove hundreds of prisoners innocent when, in many cases, less accurate forensic science methods such as bite mark analysis had been used to convict them in the first place. Forensic science disciplines are now being reviewed to determine their validity and to ensure that experts are clear about what forensic science can and can’t tell us.

Soon after the dawn of DNA evidence, forensic science invaded pop culture. It was propelled by the popularity of CSI: Crime Scene Investigation, which first aired in 2000 and unleashed a wave of similar crime shows. But forensic science is actually older than most people might think. In fact, it’s ancient. A Book of Criminal Cases, written around 270 CE, describes the work of Zhang Ju, a Chinese coroner who solved murders through the careful examination of victims’ bodies. In one case, he needed to determine whether a man had died in a fire or was murdered and then placed in the fire to cover up the crime. The coroner put two pigs in a fire, one alive and the other dead. Then he examined the pigs’ bodies. The pig that died in the fire had ashes in its mouth; the pig that was already dead didn’t. The man didn’t have ashes in his mouth either, proving to Zhang Ju that the victim must have been dead prior to the fire. Later in China, the book The Washing Away of Wrongs provided a textbook to other coroners. For instance, it described how to tell if a person had died from drowning or had been dumped in the water postmortem.
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Anatomical diagrams from The Washing Away of Wrongs, a thirteenth-century Chinese crime-solving manual

Unfortunately, such ingenious forensic science didn’t spread throughout the world. In England during the Middle Ages, crimes were examined by a crowner, so named because he was appointed by the crown, or king, and seized the property of criminals for the crown. In the case of murder, the crowner (which term gradually changed to the modern word coroner) was also charged with examining the body and investigating the crime—but to little avail, as he was neither a doctor nor a detective, but essentially a money collector. Crime wasn’t investigated in any scientific way. The focus instead was on punishment. Whoever the crowner pointed a finger at was arrested and tortured or killed. Well into the 1800s, people were hanged publicly for murder, but also for minor offenses like pickpocketing. This was thought to deter crime, but even at the hangings, pickpocketing was rampant. It was clear that a new system was needed—both to eliminate cruel and unusual punishment and to ensure that when grave crimes did occur, the right people were punished. Crime needed to be fought not with fear but with science.
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The Idle Prentice Executed at Tyburn, plate 11 from Industry and Idleness by William Hogarth, depicts the rampant pickpocketing that occurred at hangings in the 1700s.





1

A Whiff of Garlic: The First Poison Tests


Some of the first scientific tests related to murder cases were for poison, and arsenic in particular. Arsenic has been called “inheritance powder” and “widow-maker” for its popularity among murderers of the greedy variety. It was a favorite weapon because it made the death look like it was from natural causes. Before modern plumbing and safe food handling, serious stomach ailments like dysentery and typhoid fever were common, and even healthy people could suddenly die from these diseases. So if someone suffered from a bout of vomiting and diarrhea, it would likely be chalked up to illness. Even when suspicions arose, there were no tests for poison. All that changed with Mary Blandy, an Englishwoman accused of poisoning her own father in 1751.

Mary’s father, Francis Blandy, was seeking a nobleman for her to marry. To attract the best of suitors, Mr. Blandy started a rumor that his daughter’s dowry was £10,000 (more than $1 million today), though, in fact, he had little money. Mary had several men interested, all of whom her father deemed subpar. Finally, she met Captain William Henry Cranstoun and fell in love. Her father swooned, too—William was the son of a lord and lady. Little did father or daughter know that the fine young gentleman would be their undoing.

In 1747, a year after the couple met, William proposed to Mary but also shared some troubling news. A Scottish woman was claiming to be his wife. Mary believed William when he assured her that it wasn’t true, but she didn’t tell her father. Mr. Blandy found out in a letter from William’s great-uncle. At first, Mary’s father believed William’s story, too, or went along with it anyway, apparently swayed by the young man’s good name. Mr. Blandy was supposedly overheard saying that he hoped to one day be the grandfather of a lord. And so the engagement continued—for a while. But when a year passed and William still hadn’t straightened out his marital problems, Mr. Blandy grew impatient. He ordered Mary to break things off until William was free to marry. (In fact, he never would be. Unbeknownst to the Blandys, the courts had said that William was to remain married to his wife in Scotland.)

With Mr. Blandy standing firm, things took a murderous turn. William sent Mary a packet of chemicals that he called a “love philter,” which would supposedly change her father’s mind about their engagement. First, Mary put the potion in her father’s tea, but when he left it untouched, two of the maids, Susan Gunnell and Ann Emmet, drank the remains and became violently ill. Mary then put the potion in her father’s gruel. He ate the gruel twice in one day, vomiting violently both times. Because Mary nonetheless insisted that a new pot of gruel not be made, Susan became suspicious and told Mr. Blandy that Mary must be trying to poison him. Mr. Blandy urged his daughter to confess, to no avail.

Still, the evidence was mounting. Some of the servants found a packet of chemicals that had belonged to Mary in the embers of the fireplace. By now, Dr. Anthony Addington had been called in to care for the patient. Addington agreed with the servants that Mr. Blandy was suffering from poison. The doctor was determined to prove it, too, through a simple sniff test. When heated, arsenic gives off a garlic odor. Addington threw the packet of chemicals onto a hot iron, and indeed, it emitted a whiff of garlic. Though the test would not be considered definitive today, it was groundbreaking at the time.

Meanwhile, feeling the case closing in on her, Mary wrote a letter of warning to William:

Dear Willy:

My father is so bad, that I have only time to tell you, that if you do not hear from me soon again, don’t be frightened. I am better myself. Lest any accident should happen to your letters, take care what you write. My sincere compliments. I am ever yours.1

This letter was discovered before it could be sent and was shown to Mr. Blandy, who rather forgivingly said, “Poor love-sick girl! What will not a woman do for the man she loves?”2

Finally feeling a change of heart, Mary apologized to her father for making him deathly ill, but she denied knowing what the powder would do. Mr. Blandy forgave her and died three days later. The courts would not be so understanding. Addington testified that the powder was arsenic, and Mary was found guilty. When she was brought to the hangman on April 6, 1752, she asked him not to hang her too high, lest the onlookers see up her skirt. Mary may have been a murderer, but she was a modest murderer.

Through the years, tests for arsenic became more exact. In 1806, Dr. Valentine Rose, a professor of medicine in Berlin, developed a test that didn’t require samples of the poisonous substance. Instead, the corpse could be tested. First, the stomach was cut up and boiled until it was liquid. The liquid was then filtered and treated with nitric acid. This converted arsenic into arsenious oxide, for which there was a known test. Rose’s test led to the conviction of one of Germany’s most prolific serial killers, Anna Zwanziger.
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The execution of Miss Mary Blandy

Orphaned at age five, Anna moved from family member to family member in her native Bavaria (now a part of Germany). At age fifteen she married a much older lawyer, who was an alcoholic. When he could no longer support Anna and their two children, she became a high-end call girl. Her husband died, and Anna’s prostitution led to a pregnancy and adoption. After that ordeal, Anna gave up prostitution and went to work as a maid, with the intention of marrying one of her employers.

Her first position was with Justice Wolfgang Glaser, who had recently separated from his wife. The wife soon returned, however, and a jealous Anna began poisoning her. Mrs. Glaser died a month later, but it wasn’t the happy ending Anna had hoped for. Wolfgang never proposed. Anna moved on to the home of Justice Grohmann. He was ill when she arrived and died of a violent stomach ailment soon after. Her next job was for Justice Gebhard and his pregnant wife. Soon after giving birth, she, too, became sick. On her deathbed she accused Anna of poisoning her, but apparently that wasn’t enough to rouse the judge’s suspicions. When friends of the judge fell ill while visiting the house, they blamed Anna as well. The judge finally sent her packing.

Before leaving, Anna prepared coffee for two of the maids and milk for the baby. Oddly, no one questioned the safety of drinks prepared by an accused poisoner, and all three ingested them and became very sick. Thankfully, they recovered, and Anna’s treacherous farewell became her undoing. Police were called in and found arsenic in the salt box, which they believed to be the source of the poison in the drinks. They tracked down Anna, who had two packets of poison with her. Mrs. Glaser’s body was exhumed, and investigators used Rose’s test to find arsenic in her stomach. Anna confessed and was beheaded in 1811.

In spite of better and more frequent tests for poison, its use as a murder weapon remained common throughout the nineteenth century. To stop would-be poisoners, England enacted the Arsenic Act in 1851. Under the new laws, druggists could sell arsenic only by prescription, or to customers they knew personally. Arsenic sales had to be recorded in a poison register, and arsenic was to be colored with soot or blue indigo so that it wouldn’t be mistaken for flour or sugar.

The new laws didn’t stop Mary Ann Cotton, who was either one of Britain’s most prolific serial killers or the world’s unluckiest woman. In all, three husbands, ten children, five stepchildren, her mother, her sister-in-law, and a lover died of illnesses, most while in Cotton’s care. Some of the deaths may have been natural, but others were certainly not. Her final spree occurred in 1871, when within a short span, her husband, child, stepson, and lover all died of stomach ailments. Mary Ann was left with one stepson, Charles. Hoping to marry again, she consulted with a government official, Thomas Riley, about putting Charles in a workhouse (homes for the poor that had horrible working and living conditions). Riley said it could be arranged, but only if Mary Ann went with the boy. Mary Ann balked at the idea and said, “I won’t be troubled long. He’ll go like all the rest of the Cotton family.”3 That shocked Riley, as the boy looked perfectly healthy. Less than a week later, Charles died with Mary Ann by his bedside; she was supposedly trying to nurse him back to health.

Riley reported his conversation with Mary Ann to the police, who ordered a coroner’s inquiry and an autopsy. But it was rather a rush job. Dr. Kilburn, and his assistant, Dr. Chalmers, examined the body just an hour before the inquest began—on a table in Mary Ann’s house, no less. At first, they ruled the death to be from natural causes, and the boy was buried. But that was not the end of that. Dr. Kilburn had brought home the boy’s stomach and stored it in a cupboard. Around that time, newspapers began reporting that Mary Ann was a poisoner. Dr. Kilburn decided that perhaps he should test that stomach after all. It was riddled with arsenic. Mary Ann was arrested.

The other bodies from the Cotton house were exhumed and found to contain arsenic as well, but Mary Ann went on trial only for the murder of Charles, whose case was the strongest. It was learned that she had gotten around signing the poison registry by sending a child to buy the arsenic, and when that didn’t work, a neighbor. Her defense attorneys claimed that fumes from the wallpaper (which at the time commonly contained arsenic) had caused the deaths. The jury didn’t buy it. After deliberating for only an hour, they found Mary Ann guilty of murder, and on March 24, 1873, she was hanged.

People sometimes cope with evil and tragedy in strange ways. When Mary Ann was hanged, children made up a song about her:

             Mary Ann Cotton

             She’s dead and she’s rotten.

             She lies in her bed

             With her eyes wide oppen;

             Sing, sing, oh what can I sing?

             Mary Ann Cotton is tied up with a string.

             Where? Where? Up in the air

             Sellin’ black puddings a penny a pair.4

(Black pudding is a kind of sausage that is popular in Great Britain.)

Though forensic science eventually stopped Cotton in her murderous tracks, the fact that Charles may have been her twenty-first victim—and that his murder was found out only after the press ran stories about Mary Ann—shows that the system for detecting foul play wasn’t working. That was true in America as well as Europe. Case in point: the 1895 death of Evelina Bliss—allegedly at the hands of her own daughter—was investigated solely because of a chance visit from a friend.

Life hadn’t gone as planned for Mary Alice Livingston. She had grown up wealthy and well educated and had a vivacious personality. Yet in an age when marrying well was the key to establishing oneself socially and financially, her first relationship had resulted in a pregnancy—but no marriage. That happened a second time . . . and a third. Ten years later, she found herself pregnant with her fourth. Though unmarried, she went by Mary Alice Fleming to avoid the stigma of never having wed.

To top things off, her own mother was on her case. A fourth pregnancy with no husband? How would she afford that? She couldn’t support the children she already had. Mary Alice was living in a hotel in Harlem—supported by her stepfather, Henry Bliss (who was separated from Mrs. Bliss). Mary Alice’s father had been Robert Swift Livingston, a wealthy landowner who had married Mrs. Bliss when she was a teenager and he was eighty-one. When he died, he left Mary Alice and her mother money, but Mary Alice wouldn’t have access to her $80,000 share (more than $2 million today) until the death of Mrs. Bliss. The mother and daughter lived close to each other, and on Friday, August 30, 1895, Mary Alice sent Mrs. Bliss some clam chowder. Whether it was an act of kindness or murder is at the crux of this case.

That day, Mary Alice’s ten-year-old daughter, Gracie, had gone to her friend Florence’s house, her fourteen-month-old sibling in tow. Walter, Mary Alice’s teenage son, was hanging out with friends downtown. Mary Alice ordered room service from the Colonial Hotel Restaurant—clam chowder and lemon meringue pie. When the girls returned to the hotel room with the toddler, Mary Alice sent them with the pie and a tin pail of chowder to Mrs. Bliss’s house. The grandmother welcomed the girls inside, poured the soup into a pitcher, and sent the pail home with the girls.

When they returned to the hotel, Mary Alice said, “I hope you didn’t eat any of it.”

“No, Ma,” Gracie said. 5

Then Mary Alice served dinner—more room service. Afterward, the girls took the baby to play in the park. They returned after dark, and Florence walked home.

Meanwhile, Mrs. Bliss had fallen violently ill. A family friend, Augustus Teubner, happened to drop by her apartment and immediately called for a doctor.

When Dr. William Bullman arrived, Mrs. Bliss told him, “I am going to die. I have been poisoned by my relatives, who are trying to get my money.” 6

She said the poison had been in the clam chowder. Her condition worsened, and at eleven p.m., she died. Bullman examined the pitcher that had contained the chowder and found white residue at the bottom. He saved the pitcher and some of the vomit for analysis and informed police of a possible poisoning. Had it not been for the friend’s visit, Mrs. Bliss would have died alone, and since autopsies weren’t routine, it probably would have been ruled a natural death.

Instead, poison was found in the body, as well as in the pitcher. Mary Alice stood her ground, insisting, “I am entirely innocent. My mother was the best friend I had.”7

Detectives didn’t buy it. They arrested Mary Alice after her mother’s funeral. Mary Alice quickly became front-page news. Reporters learned that although she went by Mary Alice Fleming, she’d never been married to a Fleming or anyone else. Instead, two men had promised marriage but backed out. Newspapers blamed Mary Alice for this, calling her a degenerate.

But by the time the trial began, the press had done an about-face. By now, Mary Alice had had her baby. Instead of painting her as the murderous daughter, the press began referring to her as a single mother whose children would be orphaned if she were sent to the electric chair. They described her every blush, smile, and whisper in court, as though she were the heroine in a romance novel. They even published the love letters she’d written to the father of her two youngest children, which were read in court. The prosecution hoped they would show that Mary Alice hated her mother—and they certainly did show anger toward her and her lover’s families for interfering in their romance, but they also showed a woman in love. The newspapers breathlessly reported all of this.

The prosecution put forth the theory that Mary Alice had poisoned the clam chowder and then sent it to her mother via her daughter. Their expert witness was Dr. Walter Scheele, a chemist who had tested Mrs. Bliss’s stomach, the sediment in the pitcher, and a tea tray and Japanese jar found with Mary Alice’s belongings in the apartment building (which she denied owning). He said that all of these contained arsenic. The state also called experts to say that Mrs. Bliss’s symptoms were characteristic of arsenic poisoning.

With the money Mary Alice had inherited after her mother’s death, she hired a crack defense attorney, Charles Brooke. He attacked Scheele on every front, calling character witnesses who said they wouldn’t believe a word Scheele said, and another witness who claimed Scheele said he would fix the evidence to prove Mary Alice guilty. Brooke further argued that if Mary Alice had poisoned the chowder, she wouldn’t have sent it with her daughter for fear that the daughter might eat it.

He offered an alternative theory for why Mrs. Bliss had arsenic in her system: she was an arsenic eater. This was known as the Styrian defense. Strange as it may seem, people in the Styrian Alps along the border of Austria and Hungary purposely ate arsenic. Though the practice was illegal, bootleggers sold arsenic oxide as a paste that people would spread on their bread like butter. Beginning in childhood, the Styrians built up a tolerance by taking half a grain (30 milligrams) two to three times a week and increasing the dosage until they reached five grains (300 milligrams) or even more—enough to kill most people. It wasn’t to defend themselves against the possibility of one day being poisoned (à la the Dread Pirate Roberts in The Princess Bride). Rather, they believed arsenic enhanced health and beauty. In women, it caused a pleasant plumpness, and in men, vitality. It also caused goiters and birth defects (as arsenic interferes with iodine in the body) and probably cancer. In other words, eating poison wasn’t actually good for the Styrians.

Nonetheless, the practice of eating arsenic spread to America—sort of. The Styrian arsenic eaters were featured in both the popular press and in medical journals. Arsenic became a popular ingredient in cosmetic products, including face powder, hair powder, and even pills for improving the complexion. Dr. Campbell’s Safe Arsenic Complexion Wafers were sold over the counter under several different names. Though they contained little arsenic, there were newspaper reports of women dying after taking too many. Besides being a really bad idea for those who took them, these “safe” arsenic pills also provided a defense for those accused of murder: that the victim habitually ate arsenic for good health or the Styrian defense.

After twelve hours of deliberating, the jury found Mary Alice not guilty. Whether they questioned the honesty of the expert witness, accepted the Styrian defense, liked Mary Alice too much to believe that she could murder her own mother, or simply did not want to see a mother of four put to death is unknown.
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Advertisement for Dr. Campbell’s Safe Arsenic Complexion Wafers

Juries at the time were indeed skeptical of scientific testimony. And it wasn’t just them. The courts were wary of it, too. In another prominent murder-by-poison case, a jury convicted the accused, but a state supreme court overturned the verdict, believing the forensic evidence to be weak. Thomas Swope (nicknamed Colonel Swope) had earned his fortune in real estate and owned more land than anyone in Kansas City, Missouri. A bachelor, he was close to his nieces and nephews, and several lived with him in his mansion in nearby Independence. They were set to inherit at least part of his $3.5-million estate (about $94 million today) upon their uncle’s death.

In the fall of 1909, Swope suffered a minor injury, and Dr. Bennett Clark Hyde came to the mansion to care for him. Hyde was married to Swope’s niece Frances, but he hadn’t exactly been accepted into the family with open arms. Though he was the president of the Jackson County Medical Society, Hyde also had a scandalous history of grave robbing and horribly mistreating a patient. As part of his treatment of Colonel Swope, Hyde prescribed a digestive capsule. Twenty minutes later, Swope suffered from convulsions. A nurse reported that he said, “Oh, my God, I wish I were dead. I wish I had not taken that medicine.”8 Several hours later, he died.
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Exterior shot of Swope mansion in Independence, Missouri

Soon after, several members of the Swope household came down with typhoid fever, and Hyde again stayed at the house to play doctor. In early December, Colonel Swope’s nephew Chrisman Swope suffered from the same type of convulsions as his uncle and died. Hyde insisted on staying on to care for other family members, but his success rate left much to be desired. Several of the nurses gave Frances’s mother, Mrs. Logan Swope, an ultimatum: If Hyde continued to care for the family, they would leave. One nurse, Miss Houlehan, put it plainly: “People are being murdered in this house.” 9

Indeed, the family did ask Hyde to leave on December 18. They also had the bodies of Colonel and Chrisman exhumed and sent to Chicago for autopsies. Meanwhile, Hyde’s wife, Frances, hired a team of defense attorneys (which happens to have included my great-uncle R. R. Brewster, who passed away decades before I was born). The trial began April 16, 1910. Prosecutors theorized that Swope had planned to change his will so that his money went to charity, rather than to his nieces and nephews. When Hyde learned of this, he killed Swope to secure Frances’s share of the money.
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Dr. Bennett Clark Hyde, the Swope family doctor and husband of Frances Swope

The state called many expert witnesses, who concurred that the evidence pointed to poisonings. For instance, the pathologists from Chicago, Dr. Walter Haines and Dr. Victor Vaughan, testified that they found strychnine in the liver, and a trace of cyanide. Other evidence was equally damning. Hyde had purchased cyanide capsules and digestive capsules. He explained that the cyanide was purchased to kill cockroaches, to which the prosecutor replied, “Does a man kill cockroaches with poison capsules?”10

Prosecutors argued that, more likely, Hyde had opened both capsules and exchanged the cyanide in one with the digestive medicine in the other. Hyde had also purchased typhoid fever capsules, which he said were for experiments, but the fact that several family members contracted typhoid fever was suspicious, to say the least. On May 16, the jury found Hyde guilty.

His lawyers appealed the case to the Supreme Court of Missouri, where the case was remanded. Hyde would get a new trial. The appeal was granted largely because of what the justices saw as weak expert testimony. They said that a lethal dose of strychnine should have killed a healthy man within a couple of hours, and cyanide in less time, but that Colonel Swope, who was in his eighties and in poor health, had survived for ten hours after taking the pill. The justices objected to the state’s theory that when mixed, the two poisons counteracted each other. After all, the prosecution’s own experts knew of no cases in which this had happened, and it was counterintuitive. Furthermore, the justices said that whereas Hyde was shown to have purchased cyanide, only a trace of that poison was found in Colonel Swope. There was no evidence showing that Hyde had purchased strychnine, the poison that was found in a greater quantity. (In Chrisman, only a trace of strychnine and no cyanide were found.)

As for the autopsies, the judges objected to the fact that the pathologist didn’t have a witness with him during parts of the autopsy and that the defendant was never allowed to have his own experts examine the organs. The justices could have overturned the verdict without allowing a second trial, but they gave the prosecutors a second chance. As it turned out, they would need more than that.

The second trial ended in a mistrial. The jurors were sequestered in a hotel when one juror went AWOL, hopping a train and wandering the countryside for two days before going home to his wife. She brought him back to the courthouse, where he explained that he had needed some fresh air—and freedom from the staring eyes of the courthouse. He claimed not to have discussed the trial while away, but the judge couldn’t be sure of that. He was pretty sure that the juror was suffering from a mental illness. Considering all this, the judge declared a mistrial.

The third trial resulted in a hung jury. Before the fourth trial, Hyde’s attorneys pointed out that a person can’t be tried more than three times for the same criminal charge. Hyde went free. Frances Swope stood by Hyde throughout the court ordeal, prompting him to say, “I have learned that a man can stand anything with a wife like mine believing in him and sustaining him.”11 Not to mention paying for his attorneys.

By the early twentieth century, reliable poison tests were available. But these cases show that forensic evidence wasn’t enough to get a conviction—it had to be strong enough to withstand the scrutiny of judge and jury. The dots had to be connected from the manner of death to the poison found in the victim’s body to the poison being acquired by the suspect. Even then, unscientific factors came into play: a persuasive attorney, a questioned reputation, a likeable suspect, the gut feelings of a jury, a well-crafted appeal. That’s still true today.

What has changed is that all unexplained deaths are now investigated by medical examiners, so that foul play isn’t detected only when somebody gets suspicious—or, in the case of Evelina Bliss, by the chance visit of a friend. Once established, the medical examiner’s office also hired the best toxicologists, so that expert testimony became more accurate and not as easily questioned by the defense. The rise of the medical examiner—and the fall of those who would have gotten away with murder—is the subject of the next chapter.




 




L’AFFAIRE DES POISONS

Having no test for poison didn’t just allow murderers to go free. It also led to false convictions. Nowhere was that more true than during the French scandal known as L’Affaire des Poisons (the Affair of the Poisons). It began in 1672, when Marie Madeleine D’Aubray, Marquise de Brinvilliers, was accused of poisoning her father and two brothers to gain inheritance money.

A married woman, she’d been having an affair with a man named Gaudin de Sainte-Croix. To discourage the affair, her father had Gaudin sentenced to the Bastille for six weeks. There, the unscrupulous Gaudin met an Italian poisoner known only as Exili. Upon his release from prison, Gaudin set up his own poison lab and supplied Marie with poison to kill her father in 1666 and her brothers in 1670. Then one day, Gaudin dropped dead in his lab, possibly after experimenting on himself. Police discovered letters in the lab from Marie offering to pay for the poison she’d used to kill her family members. She initially fled the country but later confessed to the murders. In her defense, she argued, “Out of so many guilty people must I be the only one to be put to death? . . . Half the people in town are involved in this sort of thing, and I could ruin them if I were to talk.”12

The “but everybody else is poisoning their families” argument didn’t gain Marie any sympathy—she was beheaded in 1676—but it was an alarming allegation, and French officials took notice. Soon after Marie’s death, King Louis XIV appointed the lieutenant general of the Paris Police, Nicolas de la Reynie, to investigate possible poisoners operating in Paris. In alchemist labs across the city, Reynie found poisons such as arsenic, nitric acid, and mercury, and things that were equally incriminating because of their role in black magic and the possibility that they had been acquired by violent means: nail clippings, drops of human blood, and what was supposedly the fat of a hanged man, to name a few.

[image: ]

Nineteenth-century engraving of the beheading of Marie Madeleine D’Aubray

Suspects were arrested and tortured until they talked. To stop the torture, prisoners would confess to crimes they hadn’t committed and accuse those who were innocent. In all, 442 people were charged and 319 ordered arrested. Of course, none of the accusations could be verified scientifically. At the time, the only so-called “poison test” was to feed an animal the last meal of a victim and see if it died. Any such food evidence was long gone. But trials were held nonetheless, in a secret courtroom called the burning chamber (so named because the windows were blackened to avoid prying eyes, and the room was lit by flaming torches). Here, thirty-six people were sentenced to death and many more banished or imprisoned.

Then it all came to a screeching halt. Catherine Deshayes, known as La Voisin (the neighbor), was an accused poisoner with clients in high places. She refused to share information about them, but when police arrested her lover, Le Sage, they convinced him to talk. Le Sage claimed that Louis XIV’s beloved mistress, Madame de Montespan, was a client of La Voisin’s. La Voisin’s daughter (who had also been arrested) accused Montespan of purchasing love potions and offering human sacrifices so that the king would love her more.

Montespan had reason to be jealous. Though she had had seven children with the king and had been his favorite mistress for years (many referred to her as “the real queen of France”), she wasn’t the only woman in his life. In addition to his wife, Queen Maria-Thérèse, Louis XIV had a string of mistresses. In fact
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