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CHAPTER 1
THE MISTED MOUNTAIN

The essence of the Arran murder lies (to invoke in one breath the song and Wordsworth’s poem) in the conundrum that two men went to climb, went to climb a mountain, one came down and the other stayed up, ‘rolled round in earth’s diurnal course with rocks, and stones, and trees’.

An act of murder committed high up in the mists so that the island is, as it were, crowned with the old burst of devilry, does produce a special atmosphere. These perceptions are always subjective, but the Isle of Skye, however grand the Cuillins, with their well-remembered peaky silhouette and torrents of scree, seems a kindlier place than the Isle of Arran. Imagine a murder staged under the Cioch, that fine bossed rock, and the whole spirit of the locus would be changed.

Before it happened, just before it happened, an expedition to Arran was, in 1889, the year after Jack the Ripper, a real adventure for a clerkly person from Tooting. Edwin Robert Rose was normally resident in the very stronghold of Pooterdom, deep in the suburbs of south-west London, with their wooded commons and grids of speculative villas.

Here, at Wisset Lodge, Hendham Road, Upper Tooting, with its inspiring view of the red Tudor-style battlements of Springfield, the Surrey County Lunatic Asylum, at the top of the street, Rose lived in comfort and harmony with his father, four sisters and one brother. The mother was missing, presumably dead. Still a bachelor, at 32, he was employed as clerk in the office of James Goodman, builder, of Mostyn Road, Brixton.

He was not at all bad-looking, slight, dark, with deep-set, soulful eyes and a dense moustache. He could have been a doomed young poet of the 1890s, or even, perhaps, the loved special friend of some great Poet Laureate. There was no hint of a girl-friend, and his hobbies were of a manly nature – tennis and cricket, walking and running.

That July, at the start of his fortnight’s summer holiday, he booked in first at the Glenburn Hydropathic, in Rothesay, where, by previous arrangement, he joined his friend, the Reverend Gustavus James Goodman, Minister of the Presbyterian Church at Walker-on-Tyne. The cleric was the son of Rose’s employer, who, incidentally, knew nothing of the holiday plan. Rose soon made friends with other young men, and, on July 12 th, having joined up with a picnic-party from the Hydro, he took the Clyde steamer Ivanhoe bound for Arran. He was excited, chatty, approachable, released from the office in Brixton, and stimulated by the sky, and the sea and the impact of the scenery.

The conjuncture of killer with victim is always interesting and sometimes instructive. In this case, the life of the clerk should have been safe enough when he struck up a spontaneous holiday acquaintance with a person of lower social class – a skilled artisan. Victim approached killer on the Ivanhoe, mistaking him, it was said, for a member of the picnic-party.

John Watson Laurie – for that was his real name, although he was going under the alias of John Annandale and had a visiting card to prove it – was slightly disreputable, with a touch of ‘form’ for theft, but not for violence, and his respectable family in Coatbridge were not at all proud of him. On holiday, he was secretive, elusive, determined to conceal the fact that he was a pattern-maker, working at the Atlas Locomotive Works in Springburn, and lodging at 106 North Frederick Street, Glasgow. Snobbery was the background to the unfolding events.

The basically ill-assorted pair got along famously. Rose did most of the talking. Laurie, at 26 somewhat younger than Rose, was fair against the older man’s darkness. In physiognomy, he was less refined. Perhaps Rose was drawn to his air of worldliness, a whiff of raffishness, and Laurie appreciated the clerk’s touch of class. Rose was a natty dresser, always well turned out for the occasion, and his clothes are a part of the picture. His holiday apparel included a chocolate-brown and white striped tennis jacket, and a white serge yachting cap, rakish beyond the general. Laurie, who could not compete with Rose’s finery, was notoriously vain, and the contrast is thought to have irked him. His best effort was a brown knickerbocker suit and stylish stockings.

At this stage, from any normal vantage point, Rose was at risk only of being a victim of theft. The two ‘chums’ enjoyed their trip to Arran, and arranged to return the following day for a longer stay. It was the Glasgow Fair week and most rooms were taken, but lodgings of a sort had been found by Laurie at Mrs Esther Walker’s, in the village of Invercloy, Brodick. A Mrs Shaw had brought him to her. She could offer them a wooden outhouse, a ‘lie-to’ attached, but with no access to the main house, and with its own door. There was one bed. Very probably they were genuinely lucky to find this roof over their heads and there was no hidden agenda on either side.

Laurie booked to stay from Saturday July 13th, for one week, but Rose was to leave on the following Wednesday. In fact, Laurie sprang Rose on Mrs Walker when he turned up on the Saturday, but she agreed to the terms of 17 shillings for Laurie, and three shillings extra for his friend. Thus discriminated against, Rose was to eat out at Mrs Isabella Wooley’s Tea Room, while Laurie was catered for in his own room.

Two other holiday acquaintances, met at the Hydro, and now sleeping, faute de mieux, on a friend’s yacht in the bay, did not like what they saw of the misalliance. Francis Ord Mickel, a wood-merchant of Linlithgow, and William Thom, a commercial traveller, also of Linlithgow, being Scotsmen will have been quicker to spot that Laurie was not quite the thing, while Rose will have been bamboozled by his accent. Unless, of course, he did not care or rather liked what he intuited.

Anyway, Mickel and Thom were thoroughly suspicious of ‘Annandale’ and his closely-guarded origins, remarking on his habit of ‘coming and going’ during a conversation, presumably when the topic was too close to home. Or perhaps he sensed their dislike, and resented their intrusion, and his restless behaviour mirrored his unease. Rose and Laurie announced their intention to climb Goatfell, the highest peak on the island, on Monday July 15th. Laurie had abrogated the role of ‘guide’.

Francis Mickel, whose prescience is a curiosity of the events, strongly advised Rose to get rid of his unsuitable companion, even if it meant leaving his lodgings, and he expressly urged him to abandon the plan to climb Goatfell with Laurie. Anxious to please, Rose promised to try, but he obviously did not try very hard, inhibited perhaps by good manners, kindness, or sheer enthusiasm for the project, because when, with Laurie, he saw Mickel and Thom at the pier, he was kitted out from head to foot as a gentleman climber, swathed like a toff in a tailor-made tweed suit with matching tweed cap, leather leggings and leather boots. Ancillary equipment was a waterproof which was black outside and white inside, and naturally he carried a walking-stick.

If Rose had known then that on the Sunday night before, his guide, Laurie, had been seen acting strangely in the lane behind Wooley’s Tea Room, he might not have been so confident. The story is that an old Arran woman who lived in one of the cottages nearby watched Laurie walking up and down, talking to himself and looking very odd. ‘The De’il’s busy with that young chap!’ she thought.

Theoretically, this could have been agitation caused by something that had happened, or was about to happen, or it was the outward sign of the hatching of a terrible plan. There is also another factor to take into account: Laurie had toothache.

Unalleviated toothache can affect a man’s judgement to a certain level, but not, surely, trigger a homicidal act. We do know that on the Monday, at lunch at 2pm, he complained that he could not eat for toothache. Earlier that morning, he had gone off to get quinine powder as a remedy, but evidently it had not worked.

Laurie was, therefore, a man with toothache as, rather late, soon after 3.30pm, he and Rose set off at a fair pace to climb their mountain. Laurie was the leader, silent with his pain, and, possibly, wicked thoughts. Rose must himself have been uncomfortable in his tweed outfit over brown merino drawers and socks, white linen shirt and white knitted semmit (vest).

At first, after passing through the Castle woods, the foothills to Goatfell were green and mossy moor, the air sultry and buzzing with insects. The terrain was peppered with other holiday-makers (one of them was going at a tremendous rate, trying to break the speed record for the ascent) and seven men in all encountered the couple, one fair, the other dark, as they ascended steadily. The fair one self-contained in front said not a word, but the dark one was happy to exchange pleasantries, as was his disposition.

The climb to the summit at 2,866 feet is a stiff walk by well-defined tracks along the ridges, not a feat of mountaineering, but it is not recommended for those suffering from any degree of vertigo, nor for those sensitive beings who become depressed as they contemplate the insignificance of man against the jagged vastness of nature. The grey granite peaks and deep ravines can make some people long for home.

Surely it was just such a place as this that was in Tennyson’s mind when he wrote in The Passing of Arthur how Sir Bedivere

‘swiftly strode from ridge to ridge’

and

‘The bare black cliff clang’d round him, as he based

His feet on juts of slippery crag that rang,

Sharp-smitten with the dint of armed heels.’

Rose and Laurie were last seen at the top around 6pm, standing on a big boulder, apparently discussing and pointing out a different, more difficult route for their descent. Exactly what came next, what was said and done, or done, or merely happened, could have been known only to a golden eagle as it soared.

Three hours later, a shepherd, David McKenzie, sighted Laurie, very tired and on his own, coming down the lonely route of Glen Sannox, but thought no more of it at the time. At about 10pm, Laurie ordered beer and whisky at the Corrie Hotel and said that he was going to walk the six miles to Brodick. He was innocent of bloodstains. The next morning at 11am, Mrs Walker discovered that her two lodgers had disappeared without payment. She had been bilked before, and did not bother to report her loss to the police.

Laurie had, in fact made himself scarce by the early boat, carrying his own yellowish-brown bag, and Rose’s black one. Rose was supposed to be on holiday until the 18th, and therefore, at first, he was not missed. Two collie dogs belonging to a farmer named Davidson knew precisely where he lay, but their master did not believe them. When Rose should have alighted from his train in London, fit and hearty after his holiday adventures, his brother, Benjamin, who was there to meet him, was very worried indeed, and the investigation began.

Wet and misty weather defeated search-parties, until a dazzling sun broke through on Sunday August 4th, and a gathering of 200 searchers in divided groups set off at 9am. It was a fisherman from Corrie, Francis Logan, who made the discovery when he tracked an unpleasant smell to a large, granite boulder lying in a gully which led steeply down into Glen Sannox from the ridge of north Goatfell. Coire-na-fuhren – Gully of Fire – is the name of the desolate place where they found the remains of the clerk from Tooting. Wedged underneath the boulder and hidden by a man-made constructure of 42 separate stones plugged with heather (for was not Laurie a skilled pattern-maker?) was stretched, face down, fully clothed, the poor, slim body of Edwin Robert Rose. All the pockets of his jacket were empty, and one of them was turned inside out. The skirt of the jacket was turned back over the head, which, with the face, was frightfully smashed, shattered. There was a fracture on the top of the left shoulder blade, and the highest vertebra was lying loose. Strewn higher up the gully without attempt at concealment, possibly in a line of descent, lay Rose’s walking-stick, his knife, pencil, and a button and his waterproof, ripped in two parts. His tweed cap had been partly hidden, folded into four and flattened beneath a sizeable stone in the stream which trickled down the ravine.

‘John Annandale’ was a wanted man. At its coarsest polarity, the question was ‘Did he fall, or was he pushed?’ The permutations of the old tragedy are still hotly discussed. They go like this...

– The death was a pure accident: Rose fell and all the injuries were caused by that fall.

– Laurie pushed Rose down, and he died of the resultant injuries.

– Laurie pushed Rose down, and then finished him off with a stone.

– Laurie ascended Goatfell with the full, premeditated intention of killing Rose; i.e. he was a dangerous homicidal maniac, muttering, withdrawn and restless.

– Laurie, a known thief, ascended Goatfell with the full, premeditated intention of robbing Rose. Some violence to that end might have been in contemplation.

– In order to rob, and to escape, Laurie knew that only outright murder would succeed.

– At the summit, a sudden brainstorm overcame Laurie, a disturbed individual, and a town-rat, as a result of the dizzy surroundings, the exertion, and the toothache. Thus inflamed, he turned on Rose and felled him.

– It began as an accident. On the tricky descent, Rose slipped and hurt himself. Looking down at the fallen man in his finery, helpless, the De’il entered into Laurie’s unstable mind, and he murdered for gain on sudden impulse.

– There was an argument or confrontation when they drew breath at the summit. Money could have been an issue. Sex, too. Suppose that Rose had made an approach to Laurie in the shared bed in which fate had placed them in such heady conditions of privacy. (Or vice versa.) Suppose that some covert sexual ambivalence lurked deep in Laurie, and confusing shame and recognition had overwhelmed him.

– If the death had been accidental, the concealment of the body was an act of panic, because Laurie feared that he would not be believed. The thefts from the body and its concealment were not necessarily a concomitant of murder.

And so the alternatives breed and multiply. Laurie gave them his full attention. As he escaped from the island, the intention, or effect, of the concealment of the body, whether an improvised endeavour, or pre-planned, was to allow ‘John Annandale’ to disappear, and John Laurie to revert unsuspected to his previous existence.

As a matter of fact, the concealment of the body may be a sign that murder was not premeditated. If the old photographs of the scene of the crime are studied, it can be seen that the ground is singularly bare of cover, treeless, with no hope of digging into the granite. Only rocks and boulders were available. Anything like a new cairn would have been conspicuous. There were other walkers around, and someone might have looked down from the ridge and seen what Laurie was about. The concealment was cunningly executed, and lasted for longer than he could have hoped.

Recklessly, he had not returned immediately to his life as John Laurie in Glasgow, but had retraced his steps to his previous lodgings at Port Bannatyne, Rothesay, where he was known as ‘John Annandale’, and coolly sat out the remains of the holiday which he had interrupted for his stay in Arran. He strutted around wearing Rose’s chocolate-brown striped tennis jacket and yachting cap.

James Gillon Aitken was the man who forged the link between Laurie and ‘Annandale’, and Laurie should have feared him and avoided him at all costs. He was a grain merchant from 3 Lansdowne Place, Shawlands, Glasgow, and he knew Laurie under his real name from having met him in Rothesay the previous year. This year, he was actually on the Ivanhoe when Rose made the fatal connection with Laurie. He saw them together. And when, back at Rothesay, he met Laurie again, he could not help noticing that he was wearing a cap very similar to his new friend’s. It was on the tip of his tongue to say so.

When they were both home in Glasgow, they met by chance in Hope Street, and Laurie tried to bluff it out. By that time (July 31st) the disappearance of Edwin Rose was in all the newspapers. ‘What do you know about the Arran mystery?’ Aitken asked, blunt and suspicious. Was not Rose the name of the tourist he had intended to go to Brodick with?

Laurie ‘hummed and hawed’. The man a’missing, he lied like a schoolboy, ‘Must be a different Mr Rose from the Mr Rose who was with me, for he returned with me and then proceeded to Leeds.’

Persisting, Aitken ‘twitted’ him about the yachting cap: ‘Whose cap were you wearing on yon Friday night?’ ‘Surely you don’t think I am a...’ (He did not finish the sentence, but Aitken thought that the word hovering could have been ‘thief’ not ‘murderer’). Laurie’s luck had now evaporated and once the body had been found, he decamped and went on the run – always prone to flee, a great if ultimately unsuccessful escapee – increasingly losing his grip, rootless, but not over troubled with his conscience. Alerted by Aitken, the police followed his trail to Liverpool, where, at 10 Greek Street, he had abandoned some white shirts which had belonged to Rose and upon which, with a rubber stamp, he had impressed ‘John W. Laurie’.

From Liverpool, he had written on August 10th to the North British Daily Mail an egregious letter, not at all insane, in which he sought, rather childishly, to give the impression that he was about to commit suicide. Should that fail, he was also rehearsing his defence. Written in a fair, board school hand, in the style of a Marie Corelli romance, salient passages read: ‘I rather smile when I read that my arrest is hourly expected. If things go as I have designed them, I will soon have arrived at that country from whose bourne no traveller returns...

As regards Mr Rose, poor fellow, no-one who knows me will believe for one moment that I had any complicity in his death... We went to the top of Goatfell, where I left him in the company of two men who came from Loch Ranza, and were going to Brodick.’

Some content of the letter can be taken as a proclamation of Laurie’s heterosexuality. It can, too, if we wish, be taken to show anti-social conduct, morbid jealousy, with a paranoid flavour:

‘Three years ago I became very much attached to Miss –, a teacher, – School, and residing at –. My affection for this girl was at first returned ... until I discovered that she was encouraging the attentions of another man, –, teacher, –, who took every opportunity to depreciate me in her estimation. Since then I have been perfectly careless about what I did, and my one thought was how to punish her enough for the cruel wrong she had done me; and it was to watch her audacious behaviour that I went to Rothesay this and last year.’

Was it thoughts of the perfidious teacher which tormented Laurie’s mind as he paced the lane behind Wooley’s Tea Rooms? Was she lucky, perhaps not to have been subjected to some murderous assault by his hands – pushed from the pier to drown without pity? We may feel that the superior social class of the teacher, and the usurper, together with that of Edwin Rose, was a part of the darkness in Laurie’s mind.

A second letter, this time to the editor of the Glasgow Herald, dated August 27th and posted in Aberdeen, suggested that, ‘Seemingly there was a motive for doing away with poor Rose; it was not to secure his valuables. Mr Rose was to all appearance worse off than myself; indeed, he assured me that he had spent so much on his tour that he had barely sufficient to last till he got home.’

Run to earth in a wood some three miles from Hamilton, he was found with his throat cut, but not too deeply. ‘I robbed the man, but I did not murder him’ he said in an important admission. He was from now on willing to own up to the items which he had stolen from Mrs Walker’s ‘lie-to’, but it proved difficult to establish that he had taken items from Rose’s pockets on the mountainside. Did he mean that Rose died by accident and he rifled the body there and then and hid it, or did he imply that others did the deed after he had left Rose intact?

The second alternative was certainly the force of his defence at the trial in Edinburgh which opened on November 8th, 1889. The Dean of Faculty argued for him that all of Rose’s injuries were consistent with an accidental fall, and very likely, ‘at these Fair holidays, there would be plenty of people on the island who would steal from the body.’ The Prosecution adhered to the plain theory of repeated blows by Laurie with a stone, followed by theft at the scene. Weighty and learned medical experts brought for either side effectively cancelled one another out, as was reflected in the verdict of Guilty, by a majority of one, seven voting for Not Proven. Hangman Berry would soon be required. An agitation, however, gained strength, based on the feeling that Laurie must have been insane to have performed such a gross, excessive and inappropriate series of acts. A petition pleaded that there was insanity in Laurie’s family and that he himself had a significant history. This had not been an issue at the trial, where the defence was a classic criminal’s fight against circumstantial evidence. A visiting lunacy commission was convened, and the convicted man was pronounced insane.

He was very, very lucky. An available statistic for English crime shows that in 1893, of the 256 prisoners sentenced to death for murder in the previous nine years, only eight were committed to Broadmoor as insane, 145 were hanged, one was pardoned and 102 were sent to penal servitude.

Somewhere in official records the alientists’ report must lie. It is difficult to conceive that Laurie was suffering from ‘mania’, as they called schizophrenia in those days. Perhaps they found his illness to be ‘meloncholia’: there may have been previous suicide attempts. His obsession about the teacher could have been accounted a ‘monomania’. Or perhaps the diagnosis was ‘moral insanity’, an abandoned term closest to our ‘psychopathy’, defined by Dr JC Pritchard (1786-1848) as ‘Madness consisting in a morbid perversion of the natural feelings, affections, inclinations, temper, habits, moral disposition and natural impulses without any remarkable disorder or defect in the intellect... ‘

The death sentence was commuted to penal servitude for life, and Laurie was held at Perth Penitentiary, and then Peterhead. He escaped in thick fog in 1893, but was quickly caught by a warder on a bicycle. In 1910, he was transferred to Perth Criminal Asylum, which was a department of Perth Penitentiary, not a separate asylum. He was by now suffering from progressive dementia, i.e. some type of deteriorating process, not insanity. There he died on October 5th 1930, aged 69. It was said that he had enquired about confessing before he was respited, but as Dr Forbes Winslow, the celebrated English alienist who was about at that time, and who would undoubtedly have found him insane, said in another context, ‘Of course, it was only to be expected that after Mrs Pearcey’s death [by judicial hanging, after murdering her lover’s wife and baby] a full confession would be circulated far and wide. This is always done to justify carrying out the last operation of the law’.


CHAPTER 2
THE GERMAN TEA-PLANTER

The victim in the Broughty Ferry case was universally described as an elderly, rich, eccentric recluse. This is a stereotype. The author is no fierce feminist, but has always thought that contemporary writers diminished Miss Jean Milne’s posthumous dignity. Let us look at each element of the labelling in turn. Her age was 65, not ancient, and William Roughead, who should have known better and himself lived to a good old, productive age, would persist in calling her a ‘little frail old woman’. This was no wispy, gossamer person, but sprightly, and she lived with hope.

Rich she certainly was, on her income of £1,000 per year in 1912. Her main expense, or extravagance, was to spend months at a time on holiday in London hotels. She also bought clothes and she gave unknown sums to charity. Her money came to her upon the death, nine years previously, of her brother, who was a tobacco manufacturer of Dundee. She had lived on, alone, in the substantial house which they had shared.

Now we come to the eremitical element. No woman who had really given up the world would regularly go away on sprees to the capital, staying at smartish hotels such as the Bonnington and the Strand Palace. No real hermit is seen every Sunday on show in church, attends Home Mission meetings, and tours the Highlands. Hermits do not have telephones. It is surprising, moreover, how many people came forward with gossip and called themselves friends of a woman supposedly so isolated.

Finally, and the last two elements merge, she was stamped with the seal of eccentricity. If only we knew more of her private history, there could be a solid explanation of her circumstances. She might always have been a little different. Whatever the hereditary factors, past events, old frustrations or sadnesses, she was still interested, very interested, in the company of men.

Her choice of living without companion or servant was eccentric. This must be conceded. There were ample funds for a married couple to be engaged to keep her large Victorian property, Elmgrove House, and its two-acre garden in a decent state of equilibrium, although, as we now recognise, the most respectable-seeming butler can become seized with jealous rapacity. There is a certain type of religious woman who trusts that God will watch over her, and closes her mind to the evil in the world. Miss Milne may very well have been of this disposition. It is not fearlessness, but innocence.

Perhaps, too, she reasoned that the city was dangerous, and her decorous suburb was safe. She could hardly have been unaware of the fate of Miss Marion Gilchrist, aged 82, who had been murdered in her own home in Glasgow in 1908, in spite of impressive security apparata and a living-in servant. The truth is that both women were magnets to malefactors. A dog would have been a good idea. Miss Gilchrist’s red Irish terrier would have made her killer think twice when the moment came, but he had been poisoned.

The most eccentric element of Miss Milne’s life-style must be her neglect of the house. No doubt she calculated that it would see her out, and would survive, as indeed it did, even if most of the 14 rooms were never used nor touched. She had carved out for herself a capsule of one bedroom upstairs, one living-room downstairs, and a kitchen and bathroom. Did she sometimes wander those closed and cobwebbed rooms with candle in hand in the mode of Miss Faversham? One feels that she would have known her Dickens and her Scott, but her favourite reading was of the devotional kind. Candlelight flickered as she read with undrawn blinds late into the evening, for it was a personal quirk that she used gas only for cooking and heating. Did she look under the bed at night, and lock the bedroom door?

She worried more about the garden than the housework, employing jobbing gardeners from time to time, and she went out with rake and trowel herself, but it was an impossible task, and a wilderness had overtaken her. She kept remarkably cheerful, and this, then, was the setting for the murder of Miss Jean Milne, which is still unsolved, a mystery left to futurity in a state of muddlement. Who was the gentleman friend who came to supper? And who was the woman seen at the upper window when Miss Milne lay dead below?

During that last year of 1912, something ‘kittenish’ had been observed in her behaviour. She had spent four months at the Strand Palace from April 9th to August 2nd, and while there, as she indiscreetly told her occasional gardener, John Wood, she had met a ‘German gentleman’, a tea-planter. A woman friend found her positively coquettish when she confided that she had met a gentleman who had taken her about and been so very kind to her. It was not beyond the bounds of possibility, she hinted, that she was going to acquire a companion for life.

She expected a letter from him, and it appears that he travelled up to see her, because at 5.30pm on September 19th, John Wood who was ‘shutting up the house’ and about to leave, admitted a visitor bearing all the hallmarks of being the German tea-planter. ‘You have come!’ Miss Milne is said to have cried, skipping along the passage ‘like a lassie’ to greet him. ‘I expected you earlier.’ Imagine the gossip which will have burned around that genteel neighbourhood!

The following day, she left Broughty Ferry for Glasgow, where she embarked in the Chevalier for a cruise around the coast to Inverness. On the return journey, someone recognised her on board the Caledonian Canal steamer in the company of a tall, handsome man, with whom she left the boat at Fort Augustus. By September 26th, she was home again, resuming her normal routine.

John Wood later supplied a detailed description of the expected visitor. He was about 40 years old, some five feet eight or nine inches in height, stoutish and well-made, with fair hair and a slight fair moustache, fresh complexion, and a cheery expression. He was elaborately dressed in a dark morning-coat, deep cut waistcoat and dark trousers, and the whole topped somewhat incongruously with a soft, round tweed hat. He carried a cane to complete the gentlemanly effect. The voice that issued was deep and guttural. Who could reasonably doubt that this pyknic figure was the German tea-planter in person?

We may contemplate this apparition with some anxiety. What were his intentions? Miss Milne obviously felt that the kindly attentions which he had paid to her were romantic. It would be cruel to mock her. William Roughead refers to her misfortunately as ‘in her new avatar [incarnation] of an antique charmer’. This might have been side-splitting at the time, but now seems like a disservice to the ‘venerable anchorite of Broughty Ferry’.

Although, of course, such things do happen, the age-gap of 25 years would appear to be too extreme. Why would he have approached this singularly unprotected lady in the public rooms of a hotel? What could she have known reliably of his background? Suppose that all were platonic, even if she did not view it thus: a mere holiday friendship, a lonely foreigner, a genuine desire to help so vulnerable a creature and a shared liking of devotional literature? Yet he does not sound like a man who would lack company.

It is very difficult to dismiss the suspicion that the real interest of this urbane man of the world lay in Miss Milne’s wealth. It is not necessary to suggest that he was an actual con-man – although he might have been. Down on his luck, perhaps, he might have spotted a glint of the seven valuable rings which she sported on her fingers when dressed up, or even when tending her garden. They were a token of her real status in life, however passée the figure that she cut, and he might have seen the light of hope. Miss Milne, meanwhile, was experiencing a different kind of hope.

Towards the middle of October, she ordered some wine and whisky from a local merchant, specifying that they should be of the same quality as her brother used to get. ‘I am expecting a gentleman friend to dinner’, she told him proudly. The sadness of this incident nearly speaks for itself. And then, the last time that she was seen alive was on Tuesday October 15th, scuttling about her business in Dundee and Broughty Ferry. The previous Sunday, she had attended St Andrew’s United Free Church, and on Monday 14th she had been at a Home Mission meeting in Dundee. After her shopping expedition on that Tuesday, she was missed, her absences remarked, but not so acutely that anyone felt inspired to take action until the postman, for the usual obvious reasons, went to the police on Saturday November 2nd.

On Wednesday October 16th, after sunset, David Kinnear, an elder of the church had called at Elmgrove with her Communion card for the following Sunday, but found the house in darkness without the glow of candlelight. He knocked and rang repeatedly but there was no response and he went away. No Miss Milne came to church on the Sunday. On Friday October 18th, a telephone operator tried with admirable old-fashioned persistence to put a trunk call through to Elmgrove from London.

On Monday morning, October 21st, the mysterious woman at the window appeared. Alexander Troup saw her. He had been a gardener at Elmgrove in the days when Miss Milne’s brother was alive, but appeared now (should one say in his avatar) as collector for the Broughty Benevolent Trust. When he came to tell his tale, he had not, apparently mistaken the day, because his statement was corroborated as to his being despatched then to Elmgrove. As he approached the house, he saw at an upper window, partly hidden by the curtain, a woman whom he identified as Miss Milne. Although he rang the front-door bell twice, there was no reply. The cover of the lock was down, and when he returned in the afternoon, it was up. Again, no-one opened the door, and the windows were blank. He went away.

Troup’s sighting cannot be taken at its face-value, but still needs to be examined. As an officer entrusted with funds, it is not likely that he was a liar, an alcoholic, or otherwise of confused mental state. The woman’s shape was not a clinical hallucination. It could have been a ghost – of Miss Milne, or of someone else. How good was Troup’s eyesight? It could have been a trick of light, an honest mistake, the more so since he expected to see Miss Milne (perhaps she had often peered down at him when he called) or was looking especially closely for her, having heard that she had not recently been seen around. If he saw a real woman, it was not Miss Milne.

On Sunday morning, November 3rd 1912, when Miss Milne should have been preparing for church, the police approached the cold and silent house and forced an entry through the locked front door. Other exits and windows were long disused and ‘hermetically sealed’. A joiner broke a window-pane in the kitchen, opened the catch, climbed in, and in some manner breached the front-door lock. He will have been the first person to see Miss Milne’s body, which lay, fully dressed, in the hall, at the foot of the stairs.

This was no hermit’s natural end. There had been a violent struggle. On the third step of the stairs there was a large splash of blood, and more on the railings and wall, with some bloodstained hairs adhering. Several wounds to the head were the apparent cause of death, and death’s instrument lay in blood beside the body: the same poker which Miss Milne had often flourished as she chased away the apple-scrumping boys who trespassed into her wilderness. Therefore, this was the weapon which she would have taken up if the occasion should have arisen – if she had time and opportunity. The force of the attack had actually broken the poker. It was about 13 inches long, made of ordinary cast-metal, with a round head. The break was new because it had broken about half an inch from the head, and both parts bore stains of blood.

Imbued with some vestige of super-ego, unless the intention was concealment, the assailant had partly covered the body with a sheet. The glass door in the hall had been blocked out by tying the curtains in a certain way with a length of common (gardening?) twine. All the murderer’s tools were improvisations, not imported as by malice, but borrowed from the immediate domestic environment. Miss Milne was surely still alive when her ankles were tightly bound together with a curtain-cord. The telephone wire had been cut. Professional criminals did that, but not generally with a pair of garden shears. These lay, still in situ, in the hall accompanied by a rake and a hoe. She had not necessarily been gardening. With Miss Milne all things were possible, and she might have kept her tools in the hall as a matter of course. The improviser had not stooped to wrench from the fingers of the dead or dying woman those seven precious rings which now ornamented the hands of a corpse. Her gold watch and chain lay openly on the toilet-table in the bedroom, and her silver was untouched. The sum of £17 in gold was found in a purse or handbag in a drawer. She had drawn £20 in gold from her bank at the end of September, and this was assumed to be the balance.

The Mary Celeste scene in the living or dining-room was a clue in itself. The table was laid for high tea for two people, with a two-penny meat pie as its centre-piece. This must have been at that time a handsome pork-pie, and not so miserly as it sounds, especially since Miss Milne had not stinted on the liquid refreshments. All fingerprints were soon lost, as the police flailed about in their unsophisticated search.

A post-mortem was very soon carried out. It disclosed that the body was marked all over with many blows inflicted by a heavy instrument such as the poker. Death was caused by cerebral haemorrhage due to blows to the head which, although numerous, were relatively slight, no-one injury would have killed: it was the totality, and the shock, which ended the life of Miss Jean Milne, Undigested food found in the stomach indicated that she had not long survived the attack.

The hall at Elmgrove in November must have been cold, with the body lying very possibly on tiles, and therefore better preserved than in a warmer environment. Any miscalculation by those performing the post-mortem would have, notionally, put the real date of death further back in time, and would not favour Troup’s sighting, which was too recent.

On Monday November 4th, Detective Lieutenant Trench, of the Glasgow City Police was called in for his known expertise in difficult cases. The resemblance to the case of Miss Gilchrist, in which he was later to play an important part, was not lost on him. The Chief Constable of Broughty Ferry, Howard Sempill, escorted him to Elmgrove, where he made some new findings. The local force could hardly have missed the bloodstained towel lying near the kitchen sink, positively saturated with DNA – perhaps some from the killer – if these things had been known, but Trench also found the imprint of three fingers on a piece of paper in the same area. Sent off to New Scotland Yard, (where the Fingerprint Branch had been set up in 1901) they proved to be too blurred to be of any use.

A half-smoked cigar butt – more DNA! – was found by Trench in the ashes of the grate in the dining-room. This was thought to be a very significant clue, but in fact, it is an ambiguous object. We are told that Miss Milne used gas for heating, but we cannot know for sure if gas was laid to a heater in the dining-room, so that we do not know how often she lit a coal fire in that room. Neighbours did notice that no smoke came from the chimneys of Elmgrove during the ‘missing period’. Common sense tells us that she lit a fire when she expected company. We can have no confidence in her assiduity in regularly cleaning out the grate. The ashes could have been the remains of a fire which pre-dated the murder. We know that the German tea-planter was present in the room on September 19th, and the cigar could have fallen from him on that occasion. The point is that the cigar did not necessarily come from the lips of the murderer, nor from the gentleman caller expected to supper (keeping the two personages separate for the time being). It could even have come to rest in the cold ashes after the murder. A member of the investigating and cleaning-up party could have been the culprit.

The cigar was also thought to clinch the gender of the murderer (unless an invader from The Well of Loneliness). Troup’s woman at the window, and the comparative lightness of the killing blows, had been imagined to betray a female hand, but this was merely fanciful. Probably the inadequacy of the weapons available was relevant in this context; the poker was not a large one, and, indeed, it broke.

All in all, however, it is a reasonable view that the cigar came with the murderer. The fact that it was only half-smoked may be a clue. Although it is usual to light up after a meal, the timing is not written in stone. Addiction, as it were, could outweigh polite custom. A foreigner might have different habits. Could anyone draw on a cigar after committing murder? Miss Milne does not appear to have sat down with her visitor to demolish the pie. Information as to the state of the bottles of wine and whisky is sadly lacking. The inference is that (unless he was trying to give them up!) the pre-prandial smoker threw away the cigar half-consumed because he was distracted or interrupted. The meal was announced. Something happened. There was a change of plan. Or all hell let loose.

The significance of the carving fork had been missed by previous investigators. It had been found in the hall, half-hidden beneath a chest. A sharpish, two-pronged implement, it belonged to the carving set from the sideboard in the dining-room. It could actually have been laid on the table ready for use on that notable pork pie. Trench examined Miss Milne’s last clothes, and discerned in the blouse and under-garments a number of double punctures which matched the fork. He applied without success for the exhumation of the body, which had been swiftly buried on November 5th in the Western Cemetery, Dundee. It seems incalculable that the post-mortem report had made no mention of puncture wounds. Either they had been missed, or the fork had not penetrated the layers of clothing.

William Roughead was content to stay with the official theory that there had been no theft from Elmgrove, but it appears that he was not familiar with Detective Trench’s feature on the case which appeared in the Weekly News on May 1st 1915. Here Trench stated that in addition to the handbag containing £17 in gold, he had also found three more handbags which were devoid of money – two small ones on the dining-room table and another one in the bedroom. ‘It is remarkable’, the article reads, ‘that a lady who was travelling on the [tram] cars and who made small purchases on the last occasion she was seen alive should not have had some silver or gold about her... I believe that the person who committed the crime probably got a considerable sum of money from Miss Milne’s handbag.’ Well, maybe, but there could be simple reasons why she had no loose change about her.

Was Trench, then, adverting to, in Roughead’s words, ‘the theory of the casual tramp or peripatetic burglar, so dear to the official mind’? Indeed he was: ‘In my own mind I have reconstructed the crime, and have come to the conclusion that the murderer had slipped into the house by the front-door while Miss Milne was in the grounds collecting flowers and pieces of holly to decorate the dining-room table, and also gathering some apples, for a number of apples which had been taken from the orchard were found in the house.’ Trench remarked, incidentally, that the large dining-room table was littered with books and papers of every description (with a dell hewed out for the feast, presumably, unless, it is to be hoped, that was set out on a side-table). It is not recorded that dried-up holly and flowers were found in disarray in the hall or dining-rown!.

However, Trench does not address the problem of the missing gentleman caller. Common sense tells us that he was the German tea-planter. He had already been a welcome visitor. Miss Milne would not have harboured high hopes of more than one man. It is very, very suspicious that he vanished from the face of the earth. Any decent man of good character, knowing that Miss Milne lived alone, and finding her house locked, silent and dark, when he arrived for a meal by pre-arrangement, would have run for help. His first, or even second, thought would not have been for his own situation.

A reward of £100 was put up. Margaret Campbell, a maid at the house next door, which had a good view of Miss Milne’s wilderness, came forward to say that one morning in the second week of October, at about 10.30, she was surprised to see a gentleman in those previously virgin grounds. He paced up and down a garden-path, slowly, with bent head and his hands in his pockets. His hair seemed to be fair and his features round, and we may in all reason take this to be the German tea-planter waiting to call upon Miss Milne at a respectable hour. It matters not at all that the maid estimated his height to be six feet. The fact that she thought he was wearing evening-dress (as if he had come straight from the flesh-pots of Dundee and had not seen his bed that night) is stranger to explain, but it may well be that the maid had mistaken his elaborate calling uniform of continental cut!

We may confidently discount, as did the police, the sinister passenger from the South train at Dundee who hailed a taxi at 1am on the calculated day of the murder, Tuesday October 15th, and ordered the driver, Frederick Ewing, to drive him to Broughty Ferry. He had a fierce demeanour, and a piercing eye, and, like Jack the Ripper in person, he carried a small handbag. He asked to be dropped ‘in the vicinity of Elmgrove’. He was of the requisite good build and height – about five feet nine inches – and Aryan colouring with a pale complexion and ‘slight fair moustache’. Unfortunately, he spoke with an English accent.

The dustman’s sighting is a different matter entirely. At 4.30am on the morning after the murder, Wednesday October 16th, the day when Elder Kinnaird called after sunset, James Don was working his way along Grove Road. The morning was not a dark one, and there was a gas-lamp near the entrance to Elmgrove. At the gate, the dustman saw a stranger trying to leave the property without being seen (although one would have thought that he would have heard the noise that Don must have been making). The furtive man drew back, but realising that he had been spotted, decided to bluff it out, and left at a smart pace. From a distance of ten yards, the dustman noted that he was between 30 and 40 years of age, five feet eight or nine inches in height, weighing 11 to 12 stones, with sharp (not cheery) features, a very pale complexion, and slight fair moustache. He did not speak. He wore a bowler hat and dark overcoat, with the collar turned up, and he looked like a gentleman.

It is very tempting to identify this ghastly-pale figure (if everything was as it was said to be) as the German, a murderer, who had lingered overnight in the house, pondering his options, and sneaked out when he, wrongly, calculated that the coast was clear. The other possibility which springs to the mind is that the wilderness at Elmgrove was used for clandestine purposes such as homosexual activity.

The murder was not premeditated. Perhaps the German tea-planter said or did something that betrayed his ultimate venal intentions. Miss Milne suddenly became frightened, and, realising her compromising situation, sought to escape, to run up the stairs to lock herself into her bedroom. Perhaps, in a panic, she attacked him first and there was some terrible preliminary duel, she armed with the poker, he with the carving fork. The reason why, unmasked, he should have resorted to extreme violence, lies in unknown regions of his mind. When he realised that he had gone too far, although she was not dead, he disabled her by tying her up, and cut the telephone wire so that he could make his getaway. He did not care that no-one was likely to arrive in time to save her. Then he saw that she had died. We can only hope that there were not two attacks – the second in cold blood.

The fire went out of the investigation after Trench managed to avert a miscarriage of justice. Quite a number of witnesses, in the grip of some form of mass hysteria, confidently identified a Canadian rolling-stone, named Charles Warner, as the suspicious character seen in the vicinity of Elmgrove. In a practice now beyond the pale, they were shown photographs of Warner before picking him out on identification parade. The poor fellow was a sitting target, held at Maidstone prison for fraudulently obtaining bed and board at the Rose and Crown, at Tonbridge. Trench went to Antwerp to confirm his alibi, which he had almost forgotten, his waistcoat pawned at the time of the murder.

If he survived World War 1, the German tea-planter may be imagined, not very robust, exiled on some rickety verandah in a jungly colony not even German any longer. Grey now, grim not cheery, reaching for his bottle of quinine and wedded to his cigars, he would try very hard not to remember the nightmare in Scotland.


CHAPTER 3
THE LATE MR TOAD

Was Mr Toad a harmless eccentric or was he slightly crazed, as, ea gerly embracing each new passion, he roared off – ‘Poop! Poop!’ in his latest automobile? John James Hutchison was of that ilk: photography consumed him, roller-skating when the new craze hit Edinburgh, and a fine 15-horsepower motor-car, ‘readily distinguished even before its actual appearance, by the peculiar sound of its warning horn, which Hutchison, who usually acted as his own chauffeur, applied with the utmost freedom.’ Quite so. ‘Poop! Poop!’

His general mien belied the dashing outward show of the vehicle. We have an unusually precise description, down to the state of his dentition: ‘John James Hutchison, a chemist, about 24 years of age, but looks older, about six feet in height, medium build, brown hair, clean shaven, sharp features, fresh complexion, false teeth (both sets), gentlemanly appearance, and of good address, stoops forward when walking, native of Dalkeith. Dressed when last seen in dark brown tweed suit, heavy brown motor coat, light green felt hat, white stand-up collar, with turned-down peaks, and tie. Was wearing gold watch and chain and two gold signet rings, one of which is set with diamonds on clasped hands.’

Recently, in 1911, Hutchison had shown signs of going off the rails. He had abandoned his perfectly decent job as chemist at his uncle’s firm in Musselburgh and taken to speculation on the Stock Exchange. During the rubber boom, he claimed, he had made the sum of £17,000. Other investments, however, in copper, oils, and South African shares had proved inadvisable, although he had recommended them to friends as a good thing. He had taken to tearing around the streets of Dalkeith, where, at Bridgend, he lived with his parents, as if the speed of his car relieved the anxiety of his financial status. There was talk about him.

The fact that he was engaged to be married appears to have given him no comfort. His fiancée was extraneous to his real problems. Meanwhile, with what might have appeared to him to be callous indifference to their only son’s debts – his precious motor-car had been seized in part satisfaction of an account due to a firm of Edinburgh stockbrokers and was standing forlornly in a Dalkeith garage – his parents were stolidly making preparations for their silver wedding party. Charles Hutchison, paterfamilias, was a solid man of good report, a Freemason, and employed on the estates of the Duke of Buccleuch, at Dalkeith. The refreshments were to be of the finest, and the coffee was purchased specially, on the day of the party, in order to be fresh, from a Musselburgh grocer named Clapperton.

That evening, Friday February 3rd, 1911, after supper, John Hutchison, lanky, stooping son of the house, politely handed round coffee to the well-fed, grateful guests. Three abstained, but fifteen drank deep. All too soon, the scene disintegrated into a groaning battlefield, with vomiting, purging figures in panic and disarray. Some ran out into the freezing garden, and lay where they fell. Others writhed on sofas and on the floors of the bespattered house. Of those who administered relief to the sufferers, none was more attentive with bowl and cloth than John Hutchison, himself unaffected by the sudden malady. His fiancee was among those stricken. Two local doctors were summoned to the disaster and they called in a consultant physician from Edinburgh, but they failed to save Charles Hutchison, who, hearty on his celebration day, had quaffed down a full cup of coffee, nor Clapperton, the grocer, appreciative of his own product. Both died within a few hours. In due course, everyone else recovered, although Mrs Hutchison’s case was touch-and-go.

Professor Harvey Littlejohn, who held the chair of Medical Jurisprudence at Edinburgh University, conducted the double post-mortem on Sunday February 5th, with the doctors who had tried to save the two victims in attendance. He found no natural cause of death, and his suspicion of arsenical poisoning was soon confirmed by chemical analysis of certain portions of the intestines. Freemasonry was very well represented at Mr Hutchison’s funeral. The chief mourner at Eskbank Cemetery was John Hutchison, and none saw anything save grief in his demeanour. Many of those present, including the last-named, moved on that same afternoon to attend the Clapperton funeral at Musselburgh. There was an assemblage of some five hundred, among whom, no doubt, were a few shaken silver wedding guests.

On February 10th, it was officially announced that arsenic had been found in the remains of the party coffee. It was not present in Mr Clapperton’s stock in his shop, to which no suspicion was attached, nor in the portion of ground coffee left unused at the house. It was not present in either the milk or the sugar served with the coffee. In other words, arsenic was found in the coffee pot or pots, or in the discarded cups which had still contained coffee, or in both. Therefore, a hand must have doctored the pots, or slipped arsenic into each and every cup somewhere on its way from pot to recipient, which would seem to be a tricky manoeuvre to perform 15 times.

Shock and bewilderment informed Dalkeith. Some inexplicable accident was the subject of discussion. John Hutchison was not at first a suspect, although it was no secret that he had been the bearer of the poisoned coffee. He must have proffered an excuse for his own immunity. His person was not searched until it was too late. His concern for the victims was very convincing. The realisation that he had dispensed drugs from his uncle’s shop did, however, eventually concentrate the minds of the police investigators. Going over to Musselburgh, they found that a bottle of arsenic had disappeared from the shelves, with no record of sale in the poisons register.

Meanwhile, on February 14th, John Hutchison had left home to visit, he said, some friends in Newcastle, pleading the equivalent of our new-fangled post-traumatic stress syndrome. He was expected back on February 16th, but failed to return, whereupon it was announced that a warrant had been issued for his arrest. On Saturday the 18th, a notice was broadcast to all police offices:


Wanted, on Sheriff’s warrant, charged with murder
by poisoning, John James Hutchison...



The notice stated that he had with him £25, mostly in gold, and carried a new brown leather handbag. He might now be wearing a dark brown coat. It was thought that he might be making for London and was probably intending to go abroad. All shipping offices and hotels were to be alerted. The detailed description of the wanted man was effective, because he was seen and recognised in the Strand, and Detective Inspector Laing went to London to work with Scotland Yard. All the local hotels were trawled, and he was found to have spent the night of Wednesday the 15th, at a hotel in Craven Street, which runs down beside Charing Cross station. He had acquired two aliases, John Robertson or Paterson, and a new Wanted notice was circulated by Scotland Yard.

Hutchison had had time to take ship for anywhere in the world, but, rudderless, he had dithered, and then been too clever for his own good. To a native of Dalkeith, no doubt, the Channel Islands seemed safe and remote, a fine and private place to hide away, but he had not calculated that Guernsey was just too tiny for a stranger not to be noticed, and the Wanted notice was just too particular.

On the boat from Southampton to Jersey, after huddling in a corner on the boat train, pretending to be asleep, with the collar of his heavy brown motor coat turned up, this fleeing man, who should have stayed a loner, became friendly with a fellow traveller and bombarded him with bogus information about himself. ‘It looks like being a dirty passage,’ was the remark with which he initiated their intercourse. JR Henderson was his latest name. He could not disguise his strong Scottish accent, but, he said, ‘It is a very funny thing that although I am Scottish bred I have never been to Scotland.’ His new friend seems to have been quite gullible.

From the depths of his subconscious, or even his unconscious, he drew the name of his principal dwelling in Ilford, where, he said, he owned three houses. This plangent name was Meldrondene, somehow redolent of rhododendrons, Melrose, melons and honey, and the author invites readers to provide a key. It sounds like some haven of his childhood, some sandy seaside home. He had no future, his present was too horrible to contemplate, and only the past of his childhood was bearable to visit, and so, now, he gibbered and fantasised: his father was a very wealthy man, fond of old furniture, he himself was a medical man, living on his means, and the doctors had ordered him to the Channel Islands for his health.

Over a drink in the smoke-room on the boat he expatiated on motor-cars and said that he had made £20,000 out of rubber, on an investment of £350. His companion noticed that he was growing a beard. They went ashore at Jersey together, and booked in at the Star Hotel, St Heliers. It was 10.30am and Hutchison was not seen again until dinner. He was in good spirits and said that he had slept all day. He was going to get married in July. After dinner, the conversation turned to recent crimes. ‘What do you think of the Houndsditch and Clapham murders?’ he asked. ‘It is strange that they can’t catch Peter the Painter.’ London was the best place in the world for a criminal to hide away.

The next morning, they left by boat for Guernsey, Hihfchison buying a single ticket. The friend made for the Queen’s Hotel, but he chose a boarding-house. ‘To tell you the truth,’ he said, ‘I am a little bit hard up, and had to find a cheaper place, otherwise I should have stayed with you. I usually take only a certain amount with me, as I am afraid of being robbed.’ The friend swallowed all this. In the evening they walked about the little town of St Peter Port, and, Mr Toad asserting himself, they visited a skating-rink.

‘I am sorry I can’t ask you to have a drink with me,’ Hutchison confessed, ‘but when I come to London I hope to entertain you to dinner. I am afraid I shall have to pawn my rings as it is!’ The good friend offered to lend him a sovereign. He accepted, saying he would give him a cheque for it.

After only a day, the good new friend who had given him some sense of reality, returned to London via Weymouth, and they said good-bye on the pier. He himself, he announced, was going to Monte Carlo. The last time he had been there, he had made enough money to pay all his expenses. He promised to write, from ‘Meldrondene’. Suddenly, as if he could not wait, he bought two London newspapers from a seller on the pier. The friend made to look at the pictures, but he brushed him aside and scanned the pages, seeming very agitated. Apologising for his haste, he departed. Always a gentleman, he waved from the end of the quay.

On the train to London, the friend read the Evening Times, in which there was a description of the wanted man. Light dawned, he went straight to the police, and was shown a photograph of Hutchison. Very soon, on Monday, February 20th, Sergeant Burley of the Yard, equipped with a warrant, was knocking at the door of the boarding-house on the sea-front at St Peter Port. The sparkling beauty of the scene will have been lost to him: he knew that he was close to a desperate man, whom he probably regarded as a dangerous lunatic.

George Wright, the proprietor, let him in. PC Roberts was stationed outside, in case of an attempted escape. Inside, all was deceptively calm. By coincidence, George Wright was reading a London newspaper which contained a picture of his lodger, and he was becoming uneasy. He showed the policeman the front parlour, which, with a bedroom, the lodger had taken on the preceding Friday. Burley opened the door and went in. All was calm. It was a tableau quivering on the edge of tragedy.

‘I saw a young man sitting in an armchair,’ he later deposed. ‘His back was towards the door. He had a book in his left hand, and his right hand was in his trouser-pocket. I walked up close alongside him. I asked him his name. He said; “My name is Henderson”. I said, “I have cause to believe your name is Hutchison”. He replied, “You are making a great mistake, and I will prove that I am Henderson”. I said, “Well, you come with me, please”.’

The young man stood up, still keeping his right hand in his pocket. Naturally, the policeman must have feared a weapon of some kind. When they got near to the door, Hutchison made a rush up the stairs, taking two steps at a time. Burley followed right at his heels. There were ten steps in the first flight, and four in the second. The door of his bedroom was open. Just as he entered, he drew his hand from his pocket and raised it to his mouth. Burley saw not a weapon, but a phial of liquid. He struck out and sent the bottle flying across the room. The two men struggled, but only for an instant. The young man failed suddenly, and was laid out insensible on the floor.

Constable Roberts ran for a doctor, and within six minutes from ingestion of the liquid, Dr Bindloss was in the room and applying a stomach-pump. There was a strong smell of prussic acid from the phial, and no time was to be lost – stomach lavage was the appropriate specific treatment at the scene. Four minutes after his arrival, apparently, the dying man stopped breathing. Ten minutes dying was more merciful than the ‘several hours’ suffered by his father and the friendly grocer. The action of prussic acid, cyanide, is very rapid, as is well known. He will have hoped for instantaneous deat, but he seems to have been unconscious anyway. The minimum fatal dose is about one grain (solid) and about 50 minims (liquid). It was said that the phial dashed away by Sergeant Burley would, if full, have contained enough to kill 16 people. A few drops were still left in it. We may well suspect that a bottle of prussic acid was missing from his uncle’s shop in Musselburgh.

It was a classic chemist’s suicide. For weeks, at least, he had had poison on his mind. Since he must have taken the cyanide with him to Guernsey, suicide was a pondered option if he were caught. Since he did not hold a return ticket, it might be argued that it was always his intention if he could form the resolution, and stop skating. More likely, he planned to lie low and then move on; he was obviously worried that his funds might not last. In reality, it is pretty clear that he had no idea what to do or where to go.

An unusual procedural situation had been caused by the death in Guernsey, and the inquest was held, on February 22nd, in the Police Court at St Peter Port, conducted by the Procureur du Roi. Five witnesses were called. Constable Roberts attested that when he had removed the body to the mortuary, he found a purse in one of the pockets which contained 15 sovereigns, three half-sovereigns, 18s. 6d. in silver, and 1s. 4d. in coppers. This was enough for a short siege. The jury returned a verdict of suicide from prussic acid poisoning. Detective Inspector Laing, of Edinburgh, who had known the deceased for six years, had identified the dead man as Hutchison, not Henderson, and arrangements were made for burial under the real name at the local cemetery. There was no call for a return of the body to Dalkeith, and there were said to be no mourners at the graveside. The mother was in no fit state to attend, even if she had wanted to do so. We cannot presume to know what her wishes were.

Hutchison had committed a very serious crime, a hair’s-breadth from a mass murder of 15 (could have been 18) people. The motive was obscure. It looked like an insane act, but his cool demeanour bothered those who sought for a merciful explanation. It was said that his father’s life was insured for £4,000, but the details have not survived. The wholesale nature of the poisoning might have been intended to disguise the specificity of the intended effect – death of Father. Everyone knows that wedding guests are sometimes stricken with food poisoning. It is just possible that he found a way to administer a larger, killing dose to his father. The grocer who died, and his mother, who very nearly died, might both have had little resistance to the smaller dose, for some reason relating to their health. Or, alternatively, three doses prepared and calculated to kill might have been administered. The information which has come down to us that the father and the grocer drank deeper may have been a mere rationalisation.

Even so, it is tempting to hazard that there were psycho-pathological reasons, not just financial stress, for feeding poison to a multitude, for laying low the small, satisfied world of Bridgend – family, intended family, Freemasons and burghers – which oppressed a troubled mind. Soon, someone else would drive away his fine motor-car, his lost love-object.

‘Poop! Poop!’


CHAPTER 4
‘OH! LOCH MAREE!’

The composition of meals which figure in past murder trials has an interest all of its own. One thinks of the Bordens’ breakfast at Fall River during a heat wave: warmed-up mutton broth, bread, bananas, johnnycake and coffee. Supper at 2 Wester Coates Terrace, Edinburgh, was a moveable feast before bedtime for the King family: bread and butter, cheese, jelly and coffee. An indigestible repast, one would have thought, and not even necessary, since steak or fish had already been consumed at tea-time.

The family of four that sat around the table in the parlour at about 9 o’clock on Friday evening, May 30th, 1924, presented a scene of unity: James Rae King, a chartered accountant, his wife, Agnes Scott King, and their two sons, William Laurie King, aged 22, and Alexis King, aged 16. The daily maid, Marion Armstrong, had gone home to 28 Wardlaw Place.

Behind the faÁade, however, there had been a brew of discontent which had simmered for years. It was to do with the frustration of a lad’s true bent. Father wanted son to follow in his footsteps, but, since he was 12, William had yearned for a career in chemistry, for which he showed a natural aptitude. Indeed, a chemist friend, David Peebles, said that the boy knew more about chemistry than he did.

Tonight, there was in progress a resolution and conciliation. At last, Father had surrendered, a bitterly disappointed man. William was to read for a degree in chemistry at Edinburgh University. It was not too late for a change of direction. After attending Daniel Stewart’s College, he had served two years of his apprenticeship with an outside firm of chartered accountants, but had been so unhappy there that his father had transferred his indenture to his own firm. As a sop, and a handsome one, James King had had an outhouse built for him in the back garden where he could tinker with his experiments to his heart’s content. Still he had pined, and, worse, had hesitated to tell Father that he had not even attempted his Intermediate Chartered Accountancy examination. Mother had found out.

There are clues to indicate that Mother had not been very understanding. It had been a strict upbringing and she would not accept that William was an adult. It did not matter whether he resented her actions or not, she simply would not stop checking through his pockets. Her attitude towards the great passion in his life is evident in the telling words which she used when she found a packet of chemical substance in his pocket. ‘What trash is this you have been buying, Willie?’ she asked delicately. For some reason, too, the boys shared a bedroom, in a house which was quite spacious enough for privacy.

His father said that he knew nothing about it, but the fact is that William had been seeing a girl named Edith Ross, cashier at a garage, Liddle and Johnston’s, Belford Road, where he had been sent to audit the firm’s books, and where Father kept his car. William had given her a ring and a wristlet watch. She denied that they were engaged. Mother might have got wind of these secret matters, even if she did not tell her husband, because she had said to Marion Armstrong, the maid, that she was going to ‘put William abroad’.

As things stood on May 30th, all should now have been well. William had just left Father’s hated office, and the whole of the rest of his life glittered in chemical letters and formulae. He could afford to be grateful, generous and forgiving, because he had won. Unfortunately, he would have to be dependent on his family financially for some years yet. Father had been paying him a salary of £2.10s a month, and Mother gave him some pocket-money. An independent existence would come to him later than to others because of the false start which had been imposed on him. There had recently been a spot of trouble, when he had bought two cameras and had not been able to pay the account. Father had refused to help out, because he wanted to teach the lad that such things cost money.

Alexis, still a schoolboy, had just come in from tennis that Friday evening, and he was hungry again. Mother had set out the meal and made the coffee. Alexis put sugar in all four cups – it was a co-operative enterprise – and Mother poured in the coffee. William, as his duty, cut four slices of bread and handed one each to his parents balanced on the knife. Alexis grabbed the first slice which William had cut for him on the platter. Although he was the only one who did not take any cheese, it was Alexis who cut it for his parents. William took or got a smaller piece.

Father put his cheese on his bread and began to eat. He felt a burning sensation in his throat, and remarked that it was a funny bit of cheese that his wife had got that week. Piqued, perhaps, by the matrimonial slight, Mother had a second helping of the maligned cheese, together with the second half of Father’s slice of bread; his appetite appeared to have diminished. Supper was over, and Mr King sat smoking by the fire. His wife and William sat beside him. Alexis tuned in on his wireless set. It was indeed a scene of domestic unity.

After a quarter of an hour, Mr King realised that he felt sick. He went up to bed, closely followed by Mrs King. Both vomited, and again, and again. There was bad pain in the stomach. Alexis was all right. William was sick three times (he said): downstairs, upstairs in the bathroom, and outside in the street. Alexis heard him vomiting downstairs in the pantry (where there was a sink).

Mr King asked for the doctor to be called. William reported that he had telephoned, but had been told that the doctor was out on a case, and it was not known when he would be back. Dr William Fraser Macdonald, of 42 Polwarth Terrace, later stated that he had been out on a confinement and when he arrived home at nearly midnight, there was no message for him on the slate, and he went to bed. This was taken to indicate that William had lied, but he was certainly right about the doctor’s movements. He should have left a message.

In the absence of medical comfort, Mr King thought of the old stand-by, warming brandy, but had none in the house. William rang up the previously mentioned chemist, David Peebles, of 20 West Maitland Street to ask for a bottle, and left the house to fetch it. This was when he was sick for the third time, but unfortunately the chemist, who met him half-way, was not asked if he had noticed a pool of vomit in the gutter, or other signs. A dose of brandy sent Mr King to sleep, in the spare bedroom to which he had moved. At 12.30am he woke to vomit again. He looked into the main bedroom and asked the boys how their mother was. They said that she seemed to be much better (after the brandy) and he went back to bed.

Although Mr King did not seem to be aware of a second telephone call to the doctor (if there actually had been a first one) in fact, shortly after he had gone to bed, Dr Macdonald was telephoned by William and told about his parents’ illness. He gathered that his attendance was not urgently required, and told William to let him know if the situation worsened. William’s position at this stage is defensible. While they were in the bedroom with their mother, she cried out, ‘Oh, Loch Maree, Loch Maree!’ These strange, in fact sinking, words were a reference to a recent occasion when several guests at a Highland hotel had died from botulism after eating sandwiches filled with wild duck paste or pâté. The general apprehension, of course, in the stricken household was that the cheese had caused food-poisoning. Even stranger, Mother complained of seeing ‘lights’ in William’s eyes, but not in Alexis’s eyes. They switched off the electric light, thinking that she was bothered by reflection, but she still saw the lights in William’s eyes in the darkness. This is a really uncomfortable image.

The boys went to bed. Alexis slept, and William said that he did, too. At 2 am, Mr King woke up and was sick again. He staggered in to see his wife, and found that she was dead. She had slipped away, all on her own. He called the boys and told them to telephone his brother, Dr Robert King and David Peebles. Then he lay down in the library, where he spent the remainder of the night. He recovered. At 2.15am on his own initiative, William rang for Dr Macdonald.

The chill, dim house was suddenly ablaze with lights and thronged with people anxious to help and full of questions. Mr King lay on his sofa, helpless and bereaved. William, in great distress on his knees beside his dead mother, was heard to lament, in curiously stilted terms, ‘Why was Mother taken and I not taken? Why did I not take my exam?’ Mrs Peebles, wife of the chemist, arrived at 3.20am, saw the remains of a meal on the table, but did not notice any bread. (The loaf had not been intact, having been broached at tea-time, and the four slices taken at supper could have finished it, except, perhaps, for the end-crust.) She took all the cups, saucers and plates to the kitchen and washed them.

The doctors’ joint and several opinion was that the cheese had been contaminated by an irritant poison, probably arsenic. On the morning of the following day, Detective Inspector David Fleming made the first of a number of visits to the house. He removed a glass jar of jelly, a tin box of coffee, and a paper bag of sugar, all found in the sideboard in the parlour. No cheese appeared to be left, so he visited the grocer’s shop in Roseburn Terrace and appropriated the whole cheese from which the Kings’ portion had been cut. On the Sunday, he took from the pocket of a grey jacket belonging to William, which was hanging in the wardrobe, a glass bottle containing a white powder and labelled Potass. Ferricyanide. He bore it away for analysis, together with other bottles from William’s miniature laboratory in the back garden, where there was a great deal of photographic apparata. Two days later he was back at the house, asking about poisons – weed-killer, fly-killer, mouse-killer, rat-killer – but father and sons all stated categorically that they had no poisons whatsoever. The cheese, they said, must have been lethal. William was to say that he had never smelt or tasted a cheese like it, with a very sharp ‘kick’: the cheese-dish stank of it for three days after being washed (possibly by poor, kind Mrs Peebles!).

The post-mortem on the body of Mrs Agnes Scott King made by Professor Harvey Littlejohn on June 2nd had indicated that death had been caused by an irritant poison. She had been an apparently healthy woman, although it was known that she had been complaining of pain in the region of the heart, and had consulted Dr Macdonald. Any thoughts that she, rather than her husband, had succumbed because of some innate fragility were soon dispelled by the results of chemical analysis of internal organs. The horrifically large quantity of 3.01 grains of arsenious oxide (white arsenic in powder form) was found in the tissues tested, and, allowing for vomiting and purging, the computation was that the whole dose of arsenic taken in must have been in the region of 10 grains. The fatal dose in an adult is usually stated as from two to three grains. Mother had had no chance at all.

One week after the death, Detective Inspector Fleming was told at Surgeons’ Hall that the glass bottle taken from the pocket of William’s grey jacket actually contained three-quarters of an ounce of arsenious oxide, not potassium ferricyanide (which is comparatively less toxic, although capable of poisoning). Considerably activated by this discovery, he proceeded to the garage, Liddle and Johnston’s, and triumphantly abstracted from the office two books which William had kept there: Death and its Mystery at the Moment of Death, and Death and its Mystery after Death. Rather more evidential than this adolescent reading matter, which Edith Ross knew all about, was the order form for ‘1lb arsenious oxide’, in William King’s handwriting, signed ‘Liddle and Johnston’, which a firm of wholesale chemical dealers, Baird’s, of 39 Lothian Street, produced upon enquiry as to whether they had recently sold any arsenic. The clue which led Fleming to the dealers was a bottle found at the garage which bore the firm’s label. On Tuesday June 10th, William was arrested in Douglas Gardens. After caution, he was searched, and some arsenic powder was found loosely adhering to the lining of the left hip-pocket of his trousers.

His splendid subsequent explanation deserves to be in a textbook of defences. Around May 26th, he said, he had his mind set on certain chemical experiments. He particularly wanted to derive a magenta dye from coal-tar, and he saw in his textbooks, (not, apparently, produced) that he needed arsenious oxide to bring about the desired reaction. Secondly, he wanted to make a crystal of arsenious oxide and sulphur for his wireless set. He had previously made a crystal of lead sulphite, but it was no good.

The quantity of arsenic that he required was 2 ounces (875 grains) but that was too much to obtain from an ordinary retail chemist, and it occurred to him that he might be able to get it through the garage, Liddle and Johnston’s, from the wholesale chemist, Baird’s. He made a telephone enquiry and was told that 2 ounces was too small a quantity to supply to the garage, but that 1lb (7,000 grains) could be made available. It was a simple matter to fill in one of the garage’s order forms. He did not bother to initial the order, because he expected that he would have to sign the poisons books personally when he collected the arsenic. (This does not seem to have been the case.)

He did not think it necessary, the explanation continued, to tell anyone connected with the garage that he had ordered in some arsenic, because he thought that an invoice would be sent. (Indeed, that had been duly done, and the account had not been paid.) He was not wearing his suit of blue dungarees (which would have made him look like a garage employee) when he collected the arsenic, whatever the assistant at Baird’s had said to the police to the contrary.

The 1lb parcel of arsenic was wrapped in brown paper, which he took off. The inner wrapping of white paper was labelled POISON. He put the packet in his left-hip trouser-pocket, where his mother came across it the following morning, as she went through his pockets. (This was theoretically the ‘What trash is this?’ incident, attested to by Alexis, and by Mr King, although the latter used milder language – ‘Willie, is this some more chemicals or stuff that you have been buying?’). Mother told him to put it in the outhouse and took it downstairs herself. He forgot all about it (although he had been to such pains to obtain it) and did not know where she had put it. He could only explain his failure of memory by the fact that he had other things to think of. He was so absolutely nervous at having the police about that he forgot to tell them about the arsenic. He thought anyone in a similar position would be in a nervous state. Anyway, he did remember about the packet on Monday June 2nd, when he looked for it and happened to notice it on the pantry shelf. (His mother would surely have seen the POISON label and been more careful or perhaps she was inured to his chemicals.) It was sort of hidden (that was the implication) in the right angle formed by the first shelf and the sliding door of the pantry press. A little of the contents had run out – one of the corners was ‘kind of burst’. He first learned of the leakage in his pocket much later, at the police station.

When he found the packet, he thought that he had better take what he required (surely he was not even contemplating chemical experiments three days after Mother’s death?) and throw the rest away, because he knew it was so dangerous. The only bottle that was available at the time was the small one labelled ‘Potass. Ferricyanide’ and he filled it with about 2 ounces of the arsenic. He never thought of taking the POISON label off the packet, and putting it on the bottle for reasons of safety. Then he put it in his grey jacket pocket. He poured the remainder of the contents of the packet down the pantry sink (in which he had been sick) and threw the wrapper in the fire.

William Laurie King was put to his trial at the High Court of Justiciary in Edinburgh on August 26th 1924. He pleaded Not Guilty. The fifteen jurors, five of whom were women, liked him. He was a golden boy, blond and rosy-cheeked, and he was sturdy, more like a son of the manse, a Boy Scout, than a scheming murderer riddled with hatred and resentment. The judge did not like him at all and made some remarks calculated to cut to the quick. He said this was a young man of no moral character, no moral courage, prone to resort to cowardly expedients and incapable of facing up to unpleasant situations. Father and Alexis, called by the Crown, consistently maintained that there had been no hatred, only love, behind the walls at Wester Coates Terrace. This must have weighed with the jury, as must his father and brother’s insistence that William had had no opportunity to add poison to food at the fatal supper. He had not left the room during the whole evening (i.e. to tamper with the food waiting in the pantry), they said, and he had not, definitely not, had the opportunity to sprinkle arsenic on the slices of bread as he cut them. There had, it was true, been a moment when Alexis had stretched across the table between William and his father, but they did not accept that this was sufficient opportunity for the notional sleight of hand. William did not do it.

The defence favoured the theory that the cheese had become contaminated by the arsenic, accidentally, on the pantry shelf, even though William, giving evidence, floated the idea that the spilled arsenic was lying on the shelf on which the stale bread (i.e. that left over from tea-time) was put when taken out of the crock.

The Crown suggested that there had been no intent to harm Mrs King. The meaning here is that only Father’s slice of bread was (lavishly) poisoned. It was sheer bad luck that Mother snaffled his rejected half-slice. This theory then requires that William sat mute and let her eat it. The judge would say, perhaps, that such was his character. Or could the boy, if wickedly inclined, have thought, ‘So what?’ In the alternative, Mother’s first, whole slice was poisoned, too, and she increased the dose by taking Father’s. In that case, why did she not, too, complain about the taste?

Arsenic is, famously, a tasteless poison. Why should Mr King have said that the cheese (put on the slice of bread) burned his throat? Judging by the chemical analysis of Mrs King’s organs, a large quantity of arsenic was ingested. Taylor’s Medical Jurisprudence states that in cases where a large quantity has been taken, the powder is described as having a roughish or bitter taste. This is not the same as burning. Dry or burning feeling about the mouth is one of the first symptoms of arsenical poisoning, and that might have been what Mr King was experiencing.

The defence made the rather good suggestion that William might have contaminated the food accidentally by first putting his hand in his pocket, but the Dean of Faculty, for the accused, was shot down in flames by Professor Harvey Littlejohn, who opined that such a route would not bring up enough arsenic to poison anybody. (If his hand had been wet, might he have dredged up more? Could he have sneezed, wiped his mouth or his eyes, or touched coffee?) Much was made of the failure to obtain medical help at the right time, but this was not adequately proved. Even the judge allowed that young people were habitually unobservant, especially of symptoms of illness.

The Crown ridiculed William’s explanation for his acquisition of arsenic. Dr Drinkwater, who had analysed various items taken from the Kings’ house, stated that he had never heard of the use of arsenic for wireless. (Some readers might know better?) It was very difficult to make crystals from arsenious oxide (and therefore a challenge to William King, perhaps!) and the crystal thus produced was no bigger than a millet seed, and far too small.

As for photography, Dr Drinkwater went on, arsenic had no use in that field. Using arsenic for the purpose of making a magenta dye was ‘quite beyond the scope of an amateuW/As we have seen, however, and the opinion was already in evidence in cross-examination, a practising chemist had said that William knew more than he did. It appears that magenta dyes were used routinely in colour photography, but, against William, Taylor says that arsenates (salts of arsenic acid) were used in the manufacture of magenta colour, i.e. not white arsenic.

Ferricyanide was a part of the colour process in photography. We know that William had in his possession a bottle which had once (presumably) contained ferricyanide, and it is reasonable to assume that it had been used in photography. Potassium ferricyanide (as on the label) or red prussiate of potash, is formed of dark red crystals, and it was, therefore, guileless to place white arsenic in the bottle. There was no attempt to disguise arsenic as something else. It is not patent from the report available that the defence put up a spirited reply to Dr Drinkwater, but the jury believed William anyway.

The learned judge summed up largely for the defendant, in spite of his reservations as to his moral character, which, he felt, explained many features of William King’s actions and explanations. He referred to the absence of motive (since the conflict over his career had been resolved). There was the absence of opportunity to administer the poison. (He obviously did not go with the ‘sleight of hand’ suggestion.) It was, also, a very serious point that the lad, according to the evidence, himself suffered from sickness. (Perhaps, but there was no evidence that he was seriously ill, nor that he had eaten less bread than his parents.)

If he had intended murder, the judge continued, why would he have left a bottle containing the article that would convict him, in his jacket hanging openly in his bedroom? That was a very difficult fact to square with guilt.

Loud applause greeted the unanimous verdict of Not Guilty and William King returned to his motherless family. Did he abandon chemistry, raze his miniature laboratory to the ground, and embrace his father’s profession, in an attempt to make amends for the accident?
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