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Dr. Harold Frederick Shipman was known in England as “Dr. Death.” He is one of the most prolific serial killers in recorded history who, between 1974 and 1998, was suspected of killing over 215 of his patients by poisoning them with lethal injections of morphine. He was ultimately found guilty of 15 murders and sentenced to life in prison, never to be released.  Shipman committed suicide while in prison on 13 January 2004.
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Born on 14 January 1946 in Nottingham, England, Harold Frederick Shipman, known as “Fred” or “Freddy”, was the middle of Vera’s and Harold Shipman Sr.’s three children. He had a sister Pauline who was seven years his senior and a brother Clive who was four years younger. His father was a lorry driver and his parents were devout Methodists. Shipman’s childhood was far from normal thanks to his mother’s influence; who instilled within him an early sense of superiority that served to taint his social relationships turning him into an isolated adolescent with few friends. According to a neighbor at the time, Shipman’s mother was friendly but believed and acted as if her family was superior to everyone else. The neighbor also commented that Shipman was obviously his mother’s favorite child; the one in whom she saw the greatest potential.

Vera dominated virtually every aspect of Shipman’s life. She decided with whom he could play and when. She dictated what he wore and in order to distinguish him from the other children made him wear a tie even when his siblings were permitted more casual dress. In elementary school, Shipman was rather bright and performed reasonably well but his performance reduced to mediocrity when he reached higher levels. He was, however, determined to succeed and continued plodding along until he achieved his goal. This trait would follow him into adulthood when he had to retake his medical school entrance examinations after failing the first time.

There is much literature that suggests that Shipman had every opportunity to fit in and be part of a group. He was an accomplished football player and track runner; however, his air of superiority was his fundamental obstacle in cultivating meaningful friendships and other relationships with his peers. Throughout school—and even during medical school—his peers and teachers remarked that they barely remembered Shipman and those who did said that he often looked down upon them and seemed amused by the way his peers behaved. He was universally remembered as a loner even though he was far more sociable during medical school than his mother had ever permitted him to be. Such aloofness extended to his romantic relationships where nobody remembered Shipman ever having a girlfriend. In fact, he had taken his sister to school dances.

Shipman was especially close to his mother who died of lung cancer when he was just 17 years old. When she was first diagnosed, Shipman willingly cared for her and was fascinated with the effect morphine had on relieving her suffering. Her death would serve as the model for his subsequent modus operandi. During the last stages of her life, Vera’s doctor made regular house calls and she was injected with morphine to ease her pain. Shipman repeatedly witnessed his mother’s pain subside as a result of the morphine until she died on 21 June 1963. There is much speculation that his mother’s death provided the impetus for his choice of career as a physician and his subsequent murderous spree.

In fact, the literature suggests that Shipman’s behavior during the days leading up to her death closely paralleled what his behavior would be like as the most prolific serial killer in English history. Every day after school he would rush home, make his mother a cup of tea and sit and talk to her about his day. She looked very forward to this time; counting the minutes until he was home from school. Many suggest that this is where Shipman learned his endearing bedside manner that would make his patients adore him when he became a physician. When she was in severe pain—self-administration painkiller pumps had not been developed at this time—Vera’s sole relief was courtesy of the family doctor. Shipman would watch in fascination as a shot of morphine had the tremendous power to alleviate his mother’s distress. This image left an indelible mark on the impressionable 17-year-old who would later recreate it hundreds of time with his own patients.

Following her death Shipman was bound and determined to go to medical school. He was awarded a scholarship to the Leeds School of Medicine and graduated in 1970. Shortly thereafter he interned at Pontrefract General Infirmary in Pontrefract, West Riding of Yorkshire. 

It was during this time he met his wife-to-be Primrose when he was 19. They married when she was 17 and already five months pregnant with their first child. Primrose’s upbringing was eerily similar to Shipman’s in that her mother restricted her friendships and controlled her behavior. Not a particularly attractive woman, she was, nevertheless, delighted to finally have a boyfriend.

In 1974—now a father of two—Shipman took a position as a general practitioner at the Abraham Ormerod Medical Centre in Todmorden, West Yorkshire. Interestingly, his hard work and enthusiasm enabled him to fit well into social circles. His senior colleagues—especially Dr. Michael Grieve—viewed him as a godsend who was able to keep them abreast of recent medical developments since he was fresh out of medical school.

Shipman started to suffer blackouts and he told his colleagues that he had epilepsy. His lies surfaced when the office receptionist, Marjorie Walker, found some disturbing entries in one of the druggist’s controlled narcotics ledger. The records indicated that Shipman had been prescribing frequent and excessive amounts of pethidine—a synthetic form of morphine—in several patients’ names. In a covert investigation by Dr. John Dacre, senior physician at the practice, proof that many of the patients on the ledger list neither required nor received the medication emerged.

When confronted with the discrepancy and the fact that the medication had found its way “into [Shipman’s] very own veins” he first begged for a second chance and, when denied, became enraged, hurled a medical bag to the ground, threatened to resign, and stormed out. His colleagues were astounded at his violent and rather uncharacteristic behavior. Shortly thereafter, Shipman’s wife stormed into the room where his peers were discussing how best to dismiss Shipman and, rather rudely, told them that her husband would never resign and that he would have to be forced out. One enduring question remained: did Shipman inject all of the stolen drugs into his own veins or had he already started killing his patients?

Shipman was fined £600 for forgery and attended The Retreat—a private drug rehabilitation clinic in York—for a brief time after being asked to leave his previous job. It is interesting to note that even after being fined for attempted forgery, Shipman’s inflated self-image precluded him from realizing that his skill in this area was pathetic and that his ineptitude was easily exposed. This would be important when Shipman later attempted to forge one of his victim’s signatures on a will. His unwavering arrogance and lack of judgment would contribute to his downfall.

After serving briefly as a medical officer for Hatfield College in Durham and doing some temporary work for the National Coal Board, Shipman became a general practitioner at the Donneybrook Medical Centre in Hyde, Greater Manchester in 1977. His colleagues trusted him; however, he had a reputation for being arrogant toward junior staff. Whereas today it would be unlikely that given his past Shipman would have been permitted to have access to controlled substances, at the time there were no restrictions and he was back in business. He was readily accepted by his colleagues and members of the community—yet another testament to his complete self-confidence and manipulative and persuasive demeanor.

Shipman did tell colleague Dr. Jeffery Moysey that he had had a problem with pethidine, had undergone treatment, and was now clean. He added that all Dr. Moysey could do was to trust and watch him for unusual or questionable behavior. Obviously, Shipman was not watched nearly closely enough.

Soon, Shipman reassumed his role as a dedicated, community-minded, hardworking physician and soon gained his patients’ unwavering trust and his colleagues’ respect; however, his subordinates repeatedly commented on his abusive and sarcastic persona which Shipman adeptly hid in front of those he wanted to impress.

Concerned about the unusually high rate of deaths and the curious similarities surrounding the condition of Shipman’s patients at the time of their death—most were fully clothed and either sitting up in a chair or reclining in a settee fully clothed instead of in bed in their night clothes as was normally the case with elderly patients on their death beads—local undertaker Alan Massey questioned Shipman in March 1988 who told him that there was nothing to be concerned about. While Massey accepted Shipman at his word and took no further action, his daughter Debbie Brambroffe, also a funeral director, was not so easily assuaged. She approached Dr. Susan Booth who had also found the pattern disturbing. From a neighboring practice and pursuant to British law that required a doctor from an unrelated practice to countersign cremation forms issued by the original doctor, Dr. Booth was frequently called to Hyde funeral directors. These “witnesses” are then paid a fee for their service which many practitioners referred to as “cash for ash.”

Dr. Booth shared her concerns with colleagues. One of them, Dr. Linda Reynolds of the Brook Surgery contacted coroner John Pollard who notified the police. Following a covert investigation that was highly questionable due to its seeming incompleteness, Shipman was cleared on the simple basis that his records seemed to be in order and authorities failed to contact the General Medical Council, or even check criminal records, which would have yielded evidence of his past record.

In 1983 Shipman was interviewed for the documentary World in Action about community treatment for the mentally ill and in 1993 Shipman—already a highly respected member of the community—founded his own surgery on Market Street.
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