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Dedication

To Charlie





Epigraph

“This hatred of what is human; still more, of what is animal; still more, of what is material; this horror of the senses, of reason itself; this fear of happiness and beauty; this longing away from all appearance, change, becoming, death, desire, longing itself—all this implies (let us dare to comprehend it!) a will to the Nothing, a horror of life, an insurrection against the most fundamental presuppositions of life; nevertheless, it is and remains a will!”

—NIETZSCHE, A Genealogy of Morals

“Let no one think me a weak one.”

—EURIPIDES, Medea
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The Elusive Population

When we think about serial killers, we think about men. Well, “man,” actually—some vicious, twisted sociopath, working alone. He probably has a dreadful nickname, given to him by the media with loving precision: the Ripper, the Vampire Rapist, the Son of Sam, the Shadow Killer, the Berlin Butcher. His nickname is his brand, a nightmare name for a nightmare man whose victims are, more often than not, innocent women.

It’s true: men spill most of the blood in history books. And serial killers, specifically, are overwhelmingly male. During the past hundred years, less than 10 percent of serial murderers were women—or so we think. (The records are far from immaculate. In 2007, an exhaustively researched book listed 140 known female serial killers. A blog for the men’s rights movement lists almost 1,000. We do know that the number, whatever it is, has increased in the US since the 1970s.) Society tends to sink into “collective amnesia” about female violence, so much so that when Aileen Wuornos was charged with seven violent murders in 1992, the press pronounced her “America’s first female serial killer” and continued to do so for decades following.

Aileen wasn’t America’s first female serial killer—not by a long shot. But female serial killers are master masqueraders: they walk among us looking for all the world like our wives, mothers, and grandmothers. Even after they’ve been apprehended and punished, most of them eventually sink back into the mists of history in a way that male killers do not. Historians are still wondering who Jack the Ripper was, but almost never concern themselves with his creepy countrywoman, Mary Ann Cotton, who claimed three or four times as many victims, most of them children.

It’s not that society doesn’t recognize the existence of evil in women, because women have been portrayed as conniving and malevolent and the bringers of the apocalypse since Eve ate the apple. But we seem to prefer evil women ensconced in our fiction. They might lead men onto the rocks (the Sirens), frame them for murder (Gone Girl), or suck out their breath in a poem (“La Belle Dame sans Merci”); it’s when they enter real life and start slaying real people that our imaginations balk. We can’t imagine that they did it, you know, on purpose. Typically, women are seen as solely capable of reactive homicide—murder done in self-defense, a burst of passion, an imbalance of hormones, a wave of hysteria—and not instrumental homicide, which can be plotted, calculated, and performed in cold blood.

Thus the infamous 1998 quote from Roy Hazelwood of the FBI: “There are no female serial killers.”
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What happens when people are confronted with a female serial killer? When ideas of the “weaker sex” break down and we’re staring into the unnerving eyes of a woman with dried blood under her fingernails? First, we’ll probably check to see if she’s hot or not. (A 2015 study took pains to determine which of the sixty-four female serial killers they profiled were of “above-average attractiveness.”) This helps their crimes go down easier—a spoonful of sugar, etc. Today, we remember the killer Erzsébet Báthory as a sexy vampire who bathed in virgin blood, which isn’t at all true, but it makes her less human, more myth—and in turn excuses us from asking uncomfortable questions like: if men are supposed to be the aggressors, why do Erzsébets exist? In general, people take pains to link female serial killers to lust at every possible turn, even if their crimes have nothing to do with it. A clickbaity 1890 essay titled “Truth About Female Criminals” lays it out well, caps lock and all: “Native or foreign, young or old, handsome or hideous, she plants herself confidently upon the vantage-ground of SEX.”

If the woman in question isn’t hot? Burn her at the stake! And give her a silly nickname while you’re at it, like Giggling Grandma, Hell’s Belle, or Arsenic Annie. In 2015, an elderly Russian woman was caught on camera carrying a pot alleged to contain the head of her best friend, and the media promptly christened her Grannyball Lecter. These are not names calculated to keep us up at night; they’re punch lines to the great overarching joke that is female aggression. (There goes Arsenic Annie. She’s never fully dressed without a restraining order!)

Like nicknames, archetypes can be useful organizational tools, but they, too, often end up suppressing more nuanced ideas of evil and darkness in femininity. For example, the image of woman as nurturer is lovely, conjuring up shades of Mother Earth herself, but Mother Earth is also a merciless destroyer whose wrath obliterates guilty and innocent alike. That side of her, however, is rarely invoked when talking about women. Or what about the archetype of the mannish, violent female? That one really confuses the critics. Due to the “myth of female passivity,” a woman who doesn’t internalize her anger is often seen not just as masculine but as, almost literally, a man. It’s seemingly the only way to understand her. When seventeenth-century Paris was suffering from a spate of female poisoners, one journalist mused, “One must not suppose them like others, and they are sooner compared to the most evil men.”

Listen, I do understand that it’s easier to swallow serial killing when it’s diminished by a nickname or sweetened by sex or organized by archetype. People have endless tricks up their sleeves for softening the violence of the female: dehumanizing female serial killers by comparing them to monsters, vampires, witches, and animals; eroticizing them until they feel safe (Bad Girls Do It!: An Encyclopedia of Female Murderers, “Hot Female Murderers That You’d Probably Go Home With”); even shrieking the tired Kipling quote, “The female of the species is deadlier than the male!” and then walking away, satisfied that the situation has been sufficiently analyzed. I get it. Murder is scary; who wants to claim it? Who wants to understand it? But at the end of the day, I believe there’s something to be gained from acknowledging female aggression, even when it’s sick and twisted. Otherwise, we’re living in denial. And just for the record, this denial is exactly why so many charming grandmothers managed to kill for decades without being suspected of a thing.
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If there’s one word I would use to describe the women in this book (other than “yikes”), it would be “hustle.” Time and again I found myself gasping in grudging admiration at the number of jobs these ladies worked, the number of husbands they conned, the number of times they fooled the authorities. I disagree with their stoic and deranged belief that the best way to rid themselves of their problems and to move forward in the world was to murder. But I acknowledge their sick drive to improve their circumstances. (This is not really applicable to the ultrarich killers, like Erzsébet, who were basically just flailing about in the darkness, choking on their own power.) Nietzsche touched on this drive back in 1887, when he wrote, “Man will desire oblivion rather than not desire at all.”

We could ask ourselves, “Why do women kill?” But I think we might as well ask, “Why does anyone kill?” And that’s a subject for a longer and more sobering book than this one. People kill for all sorts of reasons: anger, greed, malignant narcissism, petty irritation. Murder is such a horrible conundrum, because it’s so unnatural (snuffing out a human life—it’s like playing God), and yet it’s still so predictable. From the beginning of time, we’ve been sleeping, eating, having sex, and murdering each other (sometimes in that order, female praying mantises!). It’s Humanity 101. You’ll see a lot of pearl clutching in the historical records presented in this book, and I find that kind of amusing. Oh, we’re surprised that people are “still” killing each other? We’re shocked that women, too, are both the inheritors and the performers of all this horror?

In the introduction to War and Peace, Leo Tolstoy brings up the case of Darya Nikolayevna Saltykova, a Russian serial killer from the 1700s who appears in this book. “On studying letters, diaries, and traditions [of Darya’s time], I did not find the horrors of such savagery to a greater extent than I find them now, or at any other period,” he writes. “In those days also people loved, envied, sought truth and virtue, and were carried away by passion.”

While every woman in this book was molded by her era, it’s a fallacy to think their crimes, “the horrors of such savagery,” happened in some primordial sociocultural soup that we, in our flawless present, have evolved out of. Sure, one day I fully expect we’ll live in a utopian pod culture where all the stories of our past transgressions as a human race will be gloriously burned down, like the library of Alexandria, and we’ll brainwash ourselves into believing in our own perfection. But until then, we have to face the facts: there are, indeed, female serial killers.

These lady killers were clever, bad tempered, conniving, seductive, reckless, self-serving, delusional, and willing to do whatever it took to claw their way into what they saw as a better life. They were ruthless and inflexible. They were lost and confused. They were psychopaths and child slayers. But they were not wolves. They were not vampires. They were not men. Time and again, the record shows: they were horrifyingly, quintessentially, inescapably human.
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THE BLOOD COUNTESS

Erzsébet Báthory

There’s something so seductive about the word “murderess.” It’s mostly that serpentine double s at the end that gives the term its poisonous charm. And then there are the stories: Lilith, Lady Macbeth, Medusa, Medea. We can’t get enough of them. They make great literary antagonists, but it’s even more electrifying—for the morbidly curious, at least—when they turn out to be real.

One of the earliest female serial killers in history was the type of girl to really put the double s into murderess—a woman who has been memorialized, sexualized, and vampirized since records of her trial were discovered in the 1720s. She was the grande dame of serial killers; the OG female sadomasochist; the woman who inspired not one, not two, but eight black metal band names; the dreadful Hungarian countess herself: Erzsébet Báthory.

Today, Erzsébet is a symbol of the demented, sadistic decadence of the aristocracy—or else she’s an example of just how dangerous it is to be a powerful woman, depending on which academic paper you’re reading. We don’t quite have everything we need to charge her with her crimes. There are rumors of an incriminating diary lost somewhere in Hungary, and there are scholars who want to clear her name. With so many vanished centuries between her life and ours, we may never get definitive, forensic proof of her guilt.

And yet she certainly seemed to find herself around a lot of blood.

A Girl and Her Castle

Erzsébet Báthory was given the trappings of an enviable life. She was born on August 7, 1560, into one of the most powerful clans in Central Europe, and she had the ridiculous wealth and impeccable scholastic pedigree to prove it. Her Protestant parents spared no expense when it came to giving their precocious daughter a classical education. She spoke not only Hungarian and Slovak—the language many of her servants would have spoken—but Greek, Latin, and German, too.

But all was not well in the world of little Erzsébet. Rumors abound that she suffered from terrible epileptic seizures as a child. Also, her parents happened to be cousins. Like many formidable clans back then, the Báthory family had a penchant for inbreeding, which, historically, has led to more than one noble with a weak constitution and a propensity toward madness.

Legend has it that Erzsébet witnessed some terrible things during her childhood, like the ghastly sight of a man getting sewn into the stomach of a horse. His crime? Theft. As the story goes, little Erzsébet cackled at the sight of the peasant’s head sticking out of the horse’s body. Many of the folkloric anecdotes about her childhood are attempts to explain her later crimes, but regardless of the particulars, Erzsébet probably did see a good deal of violence as a child. In those days, it was more than acceptable to beat your servants—according to Hungarian law, peasants were the “property” of the nobles—and it’s also likely that Erzsébet would have attended the occasional public execution.

Now, she wasn’t just smart and freakishly unbothered by violence. Erzsébet was also really, really pretty. A portrait from 1585 depicts a haunted, delicate beauty with a high white forehead—women of the time plucked their hairline so as to look more aristocratic, a la Queen Elizabeth I—staring out of the frame with huge, mournful eyes.

When she was ten, Erzsébet became engaged to fifteen-year-old Count Ferenc Nádasdy, the son of another powerful Hungarian family. As was common back then, Erzsébet moved to the Nádasdy palace during the engagement and began learning to run her in-laws’ massive estates. Rumor says she had an affair with a peasant boy during this time, became pregnant, and was forced to give the child away in a very hush-hush manner, while her fiancé castrated the unfortunate lad and threw him to a pack of wild dogs. Whether or not this is true, Erzsébet would eventually develop a reputation as a woman with a ravenous libido, and young Nádasdy would soon become famous for his mad and creative violence.

Erzsébet, at fourteen, married her intense fiancé on May 8, 1574, in front of forty-five hundred guests. The lavish celebration raged on for three days, and Nádasdy topped off the event by giving his bride the craggiest, loneliest castle in Hungary, called Castle Csejthe, as a home of her own. It was done up in the Gothic architectural style and perched on top of a foreboding hill. Nádasdy had no idea of the crimes Erzsébet would later commit in Csejthe’s dark, isolated halls.

The Nádasdy-Báthorys were now an incredibly wealthy couple with plenty of social cachet, but they barely saw each other. It took ten years for them to have their first child, which was unusual for married couples at the time. If Erzsébet were infertile, that would have been considered an acceptable reason for Nádasdy to divorce her. But it wasn’t biology that kept them childless for so long. It was battle. Three years into their marriage, Nádasdy left for the Hungarian border to fight off the Ottomans, while Erzsébet moved between their many castles to oversee their lands and keep their numerous household accounts in order. Her letters to him are polite and respectful, with only the occasional flash of the strong-willed personality she was keeping at bay, like when she reprimanded him for waltzing off to Transylvania without informing her.

The Ottomans invaded in a more serious way in 1591—the start of what has been called the Long War—and Nádasdy went off again to a fiercer and bloodier conflict. The man loved war. He was great at war. This time around, he earned the nickname Black Knight of Hungary because of his reputation for ever-more-inhuman cruelty. He made sure to learn all the best Turkish punishments from his enemies before he killed them, and if he was feeling sporty, he might even play catch with their severed heads. Then he’d return to his wife, riding high off the bloodlust, the screams of his enemies still ricocheting deep inside his brain.

The Long War was draining Hungary’s wealth so steadily that the ruling Hapsburg family found themselves short on cash, but Erzsébet never felt the pinch of wartime because Nádasdy was sending her a steady stream of Ottoman treasures. The Nádasdy-Báthorys grew so rich, in fact, that they ended up loaning money to the Hapsburgs so Hungary could continue to fight. Now the king himself was in their debt. The two of them must have felt invincible.

Star Kicking

While Erzsébet and Nádasdy didn’t see much of each other in those days, they carved out time to bond over a very specific mutual interest: torturing young servant girls.

Nádasdy, of course, was more than familiar with violence. You don’t get to be the Black Knight of Hungary without skewering a few enemies on your way to the top! And Erzsébet already had her fair share of experience with punishment, given that she was in charge of hundreds of peasants on a daily basis. The couple witnessed and even encouraged cruelty in each other, resulting in a long-distance relationship characterized by bloody reciprocity: a little less “staring longingly at the same moon” and a little more “stabbing people at the same time.”

Nádasdy taught his bride how to roll up a piece of oiled paper, place it between the toes of a disobedient servant, and then set the paper on fire—a fun game he called star kicking. He also reportedly bought Erzsébet a sort of clawed glove that she used to slash her servants’ flesh. Once, he allegedly covered a young girl with honey and forced her to stand outside so she would be incessantly stung by insects. In short, the Black Knight was a fount of inspiration for an impressionable young sociopath like Erzsébet.

Nádasdy wasn’t Erzsébet’s only sparring partner, either. In 1601, a mysterious woman named Anna Darvolya joined their household as Erzsébet’s companion. Locals described her as a “wild beast in female form,” and she was rumored to be a witch. Once she arrived at the castle, Erzsébet’s personality started to change. “The Lady became more cruel,” her servants said. If Nádasdy taught Erzsébet to torture, Darvolya taught Erzsébet to kill.

“No Butcher Under Heaven Was More Cruel”

Now and then, servant girls died at the Nádasdy-Báthory household, but it was nothing worth raising a royal eyebrow over. In the eyes of the ruling classes, these young peasants were utterly disposable. After an antifeudalist uprising was squelched in 1514, a new Hungarian legal code called the Tripartitum reduced the rights of peasants and serfs to almost nothing, while protecting the nobles who abused them.

Erzsébet wasn’t just sheltered by the law; she was above the law. By this point, the king of Hungary had been forced to borrow money from the Báthory-Nádasdys so many times that Erzsébet was basically untouchable. (At the time of Nádasdy’s death, the king owed him almost eighteen thousand gulden, a practically unpayable debt.) Tucked away in her craggy castle on a hill, Erzsébet could do whatever she wanted.

This isn’t to say nobody noticed anything unpleasant happening to Erzsébet’s servants. Local pastors grew suspicious when Erzsébet kept asking them to perform funeral rites for servant girls who’d died of “cholera” or “unknown and mysterious causes.” At one point, she asked them to bless an oversize coffin, but the pastors balked when they heard a rumor that it contained three dead bodies. The speculations grew so outrageous that one of the pastors dared to pull Countess Báthory aside after a sermon and call her a murderer to her face. “Your Grace should not have so acted because it offends the Lord, and we will be punished if we do not complain to and criticize Your Grace,” he said. “And in order to confirm that my words are true, we need only exhume the body [of the latest dead girl], and you will find that the marks identify the way in which death occurred.”

The countess hissed that she had relatives who wouldn’t tolerate these shameful accusations, and the pastor responded, “If Your Grace has relatives, then I also have a relative: the Lord God. . . . Let us dig up the bodies, and then we will see what you have done.”  Erzsébet stormed out of the church, and eventually Nádasdy managed to appease the pastor. But Nádasdy couldn’t cover for Erzsébet forever.

The Black Knight died of illness in 1604, when Erzsébet was forty-four years old. Again, servants noticed a change in her. She was growing more and more violent, insatiably so. Maybe it was stress: she was now managing extensive properties without the quick income from the spoils of the Long War. Maybe she was recoiling in horror at the aging process: legend has it she was incredibly vain. Or maybe some sort of latent psychosis, from that infamous Báthory inbreeding, began to rear its head. Either way, what had started as a shared hobby with Nádasdy and Darvolya quickly turned into a full-blown obsession, and Erzsébet became fanatical about torturing and killing young girls. She reaped them from the towns surrounding her various castles—nubile peasant children with strong, expendable bodies—and when she was finished with them, she flung them back over the castle walls to be eaten by wolves.

As before, Erzsébet didn’t work alone. Along with Anna Darvolya, she gathered a gruesome torture squad: her children’s nurse, Ilona Jó; an old friend of Ilona Jó’s, who went by Dorka; a washerwoman named Katalin; and a disfigured young boy known as Ficzkó. Darvolya, Dorka, and Ilona Jó were the cruelest of the bunch and took pride in their macabre creativity. Ficzkó helped, but he was awfully young. Katalin was the most softhearted; she’d try to sneak food to the broken-down girls, and once she herself was beaten when she refused to participate in the torture.

It usually started with a servant girl’s mistake. Maybe the girl would miss a stitch, causing the countess to turn on her with a snarl. Erzsébet would begin by slapping, kicking, or punching the servant, but eventually she’d dig deeper, producing some imaginative punishment to satisfy her craving for blood. Those who made sewing mistakes were tortured with needles, while a girl who stole a coin was branded with that same coin. Erzsébet played mind games, pricking the girls’ fingers with pins and saying:, “If it hurts the whore, then she can pull it out.” Then, when the girls pulled out the pins, Erzsébet would cut off their fingers. She’d often strip her servants naked before she beat them, and once bit a chunk out of a girl’s face when she herself was too sick to get out of bed.

If the torture stopped there, it was a pretty good day for the servant girls, but Erzsébet was rarely satisfied with pinpricks and severed fingers. No matter which castle the countess was staying at, she had a specific torture chamber to play around in, and the brutalities that occurred in them were absolutely appalling. The torture squad would burn the girls with irons or beat them “until their bodies burst.” Once, Erzsébet put her fingers inside a girl’s mouth and tore her face apart. There were also reports of pincers used to rip out the girls’ flesh, and rumors of forced cannibalism. “What outrageous cruelty! No butcher under heaven was, in my opinion, more cruel,” wrote the horrified Csejthe pastor to a friend after learning what happened deep inside Erzsébet’s dungeons. Some members of the torture squad had specialties: Dorka liked to cut the girls’ fingers with shears. Darvolya liked to give them five hundred lashes. And Erzsébet liked it all.

 “Anywhere she went,” confessed Ilona Jó, “she looked immediately for a place where [we] could torture the girls.” A townsman heard from several servant girls that “their mistress could neither eat nor drink if she had not previously seen one of the virgins from amongst her maids killed in a bloody way.” Without death, it seemed, Erzsébet felt incomplete.

Bloodbath

Let’s stop here for a moment. Is this all seeming a little too gory to be true? A beautiful countess ripping apart young faces? Murdering virgins? Feeding their flesh to each other? After a certain point, the cataloguing of Erzsébet’s crimes begins to feel farcical. Thanks to the graphic nature of the trial transcripts, the Báthory legend ballooned to ludicrous proportions in the centuries after Erzsébet’s death, and many of the rumors that sprang up involved a potent mix of sex, narcissism, and blood.

One of the most enduring rumors claims that the countess bathed in the fresh blood of her victims to preserve her beauty forever and ever. The story goes like this: When a servant girl ruined some aspect of Erzsébet’s toilette, Erzsébet slapped the girl so hard that peasant blood spattered across her noble face. After washing off the blood, Erzsébet noticed that her skin looked younger than it had before—perfectly smooth, with that elusive, almost translucent quality she thought she’d never achieve again. She thus became maniacal about soaking in tubs of virginal blood during top-secret 4:00 a.m. baths.

Unfortunately for the vampire obsessives among us, this is almost certainly not true. None of the servants who testified against Erzsébet mention anything about the countess bathing in blood. In fact, what they do mention is that so much blood was spilled during torture sessions that you could scoop it off the floor, meaning Erzsébet didn’t seem too concerned with saving—much less bathing in—the precious blood that poured from her victims. It turns out the first mention of her blood baths appeared over a century after her death, in a 1729 book called Tragica Historia that was written by a Jesuit scholar after he discovered the Báthory trial transcripts.

It’s easy to see why the blood bath rumor has persisted, though. Not only is it a compellingly creepy image, but it also solves the distressing idea of a murderess who kills just because she’s a killer. It means we don’t have to worry about the question of evil in the Báthory case. Vanity is a much more palatable explanation for her crimes, because then all that bloodshed simply comes down to a misguided desire to look good for the boys. (Or the girls. Because Erzsébet only killed women—a rarity in the realm of female serial killers—rumors abound that she was doing it out of repressed lesbianism.)

But be not disappointed at the lack of blood baths. Plenty of blood was shed at chez Erzsébet, so much that the walls were spattered with it. Erzsébet would get so drenched with gore that she occasionally had to stop midtorture and change her shirt. While her affinity for stripping her maids naked may hint at some sort of fetish, and her dealings with Darvolya and the occult may have occasionally focused on preserving her youth, it seemed that what the countess truly liked was pretty straightforward: to absolutely destroy the body.

The Gynaeceum

Rumors of Erzsébet’s violence were now flying everywhere, but nobody could do anything about it, because she was still killing peasants, and peasants couldn’t press charges against nobles. Parents would sell their child to Erzsébet for a lump sum, and if the child died of “cholera,” well, that was just too bad. Sure, Erzsébet was now killing so many girls she couldn’t even bury them properly—the shallow graves in her courtyards were sometimes disturbed by dogs—but the countess remained unassailable.

Then, like many a serial killer after her, she grew reckless, she got messy, and she killed the wrong people.

By 1609, her cruel collaborator Darvolya was dead of a stroke, and Erzsébet was running out of money. She was now taking advice from her lady steward, Erzsi Majorova, rumored to be a “forest witch”—a local peasant woman familiar with herbalism and the occult.

Surely by now Erzsébet was half mad with loneliness. Nádasdy and Darvolya were dead. Her children were married and gone. Her confidants were washerwomen, forest witches, and a young boy who barely knew what he was doing. None of these people could understand what it meant to be Erzsébet Báthory: to be powerful and rich and beautiful and aging and cruel, to be the only one in charge of holding her own dark world together. Did Erzsébet have close friends in her social circles? Probably not, given her heavy reliance on peasant women and the fact that she panicked after most social obligations, taking out her anxious energy on the bodies of her servants. Even her violence seems tinged with a terrible isolation. You can’t beat a girl to death in a gloomy torture chamber without flailing your arms in the darkness.

Anyway, by 1609, Erzsébet decided she needed more money and, supposedly, a source of better, richer blood. The folkloric version of this story says that peasant blood was no longer staving off the countess’s aging, so the forest witch Majorova suggested that the blood of noble girls might be more effective. Really, though, Erzsébet was just running out of people to kill. Parents were beginning to actively hide their daughters from her when she came through town looking for “workers.” Maybe she was also feeling a little bit rash. A little vengeful. There was just one problem: peasants were easy to deal with, but nobles would definitely notice if their daughters went missing.

So Erzsébet hit on the brilliant idea of pretending to open a finishing school for young women, called a gynaeceum. The fees for this counterfeit gynaeceum would provide Erzsébet with some much-needed liquidity, and the daughters of nobles would provide exactly what she needed them to provide. She didn’t bother thinking this plan through to its logical conclusion—tens of dead girls, powerful parents crazed with worry. She just ushered in a gaggle of aristocratic youngsters and, well, finished them.

When wealthy parents began inquiring about the state of their offspring, Erzsébet’s bizarre excuse put everyone on edge. She claimed that there were no girls left on the premises because one of the girls had been so jealous of her classmates’ jewelry that she’d murdered every single one of them and then, um, committed suicide.

Needless to say, the countess wasn’t convincing anyone at this point. In fact, people were beginning to see horrifying evidence of her crimes right in front of them: girls with bruised bodies running errands in town, girls with burned hands scrambling into Erzsébet’s carriage, girls with disfigured faces walking dejectedly in the countess’s entourage, and even a girl who escaped from the castle and ran into town with a knife still quivering in her foot.

And now noble blood had been shed and noble families were crying out. This was enough for the king, Mátyás, to move against Erzsébet.

“Send, Oh Send Forth, You Clouds, 90 Cats!”

In February 1610, the king ordered his palatine, György Thurzó, to begin an investigation against Countess Báthory.

Awkwardly for both Thurzó and Erzsébet, Thurzó had been one of Ferenc Nádasdy’s best friends. The two were so close, in fact, that when Nádasdy was on his deathbed, he asked Thurzó to protect his wife. And now Thurzó was being asked to shake all the skeletons from her closet. But he was a loyal subject of the king, so he forged ahead with the investigation, determined to uncover the truth while still treating Erzsébet as fairly as possible.

Hundreds of people affirmed the rumors of Erzsébet’s terrible violence, placing the number of dead girls around 175 or 200. They spoke of seeing bloodstains on the walls, of hearing screams and the sound of beatings. None of the people Thurzó spoke to were actual eyewitnesses, but many of them had seen the high number of burials taking place around the castle and had noticed that certain parts of Erzsébet’s estates were always guarded carefully.

Convinced that Erzsébet was guilty, but torn about his promise to her dead husband, Thurzó wrote to Erzsébet’s son and sons-in-law, asking for their advice. The men reached a secret decision: Thurzó could investigate the crimes, as long as he promised Erzsébet would never be brought to trial. She could be locked up, and her servants could be interrogated, but her family wanted to avoid the spectacle of having their mad countess take the stand. It’s telling that Erzsébet’s children didn’t bother to insist she was innocent. “Public punishment would shame us all,” wrote her son-in-law.

By December, Thurzó was almost ready to act, but before he could arrest such a powerful woman, he had to be completely certain she was guilty. So he invited himself and the king over to her castle for a Christmas Eve dinner. Erzsébet acted like a gracious hostess, but she was barely holding it together, and ended the night by serving the men a mysterious gray cake she’d cooked up with her forest witch, Majorova. The cake was shaped like a pretzel and had a communion wafer in the center. Once the men tasted it, they became sick—and, convinced she was trying to poison them, left right away.

On New Year’s Eve 1610, an increasingly paranoid Erzsébet met Majorova outside the manor house of Castle Csejthe to watch the movements of the stars and clouds. They were planning to cast a spell for protection and asked a scribe to write it down. When Majorova was satisfied that the conditions were right, the women began to chant.

“Help, oh help, you clouds!” they cried. “Help, clouds, give health, give Erzsébet Báthory health! Send, oh send forth, you clouds, 90 cats!” The cats were instructed to destroy Thurzó and the king and anyone else trying to bring the countess grief. Unbeknownst to the countess, however, Thurzó was hiding in the darkness around Castle Csejthe at that very moment, determined to catch her in the bloody act.

Once Erzsébet went back inside, Thurzó crept toward the manor, accompanied by a party of armed guards. Right away, they stumbled across the body of a mutilated girl near the entryway, and found two more girls dying right inside the doors. The sound of screaming led the men to one of the torture chambers, where they caught the torture squad at work.

It’s unclear if Thurzó actually caught the countess herself in the act, or simply discovered her henchpeople, but he was finally satisfied as to her guilt. Erzsébet was dragged to the castle proper and forced to watch the rest of the search, which revealed even more girls “hidden away where this damned woman prepared these future martyrs.” As the men moved through the dark halls, Erzsébet cried that she was innocent, and that all this violence was the fault of her servants. The next day, she was formally imprisoned in the dungeons of her own castle—dungeons that had held her victims’ bodies only hours before.

A Wild Animal

A grand total of 306 people testified against the Blood Countess, including the members of her torture squad, who were now being tortured themselves. Their testimonies were beyond incriminating.

“The Lady beat and tortured the girls so much that she was covered in blood,” said Ilona Jó.

“They were taken to be tortured even ten times in a day, like sheep,” said Ficzkó.

No one knows for sure how many girls Erzsébet Báthory killed. Her four accomplices claimed the number of dead girls fell between 30 and 50—and they’d know best, for obvious reasons—while the staff at another one of Erzsébet’s castles said she’d killed 175 to 200 girls. The king heard through the grapevine that she’d killed 300, and one young witness claimed the countess had murdered as many as 650 girls and kept their names written in a little ledger.

Ilona Jó, Dorka, and Ficzkó all received the death sentence. Since Ilona Jó and Dorka had been personally responsible for so many “serious, ongoing atrocities perpetuated against Christian blood,” their fingers were torn out by heated iron tongs before they were executed and thrown into a huge bonfire. Because of his youth, Ficzkó was given a slightly more merciful sentence: beheaded and then burned. Katalin, the most unwilling of the accomplices, was thrown into jail.

As promised, Erzsébet was never taken to trial, but instead condemned to lifelong imprisonment in her own blood-drenched castle. Several pastors visited her there and found her furious and unrepentant. When they asked her to think about how much suffering she had inflicted on others, Erzsébet merely snarled that her powerful relatives would soon come and save her. She maintained that Ilona Jó, Dorka, Ficzkó, and Katalin were the guilty ones—and when the pastors asked her why she hadn’t commanded her servants to simply stop torturing, Erzsébet responded that she herself was afraid of them. At another point, she hissed that she wouldn’t confess a thing, even if they tortured her with fire.

Erzsébet hated Thurzó most of all, and as she tried to convince her relatives to release her, she continually lashed out at the palatine for imprisoning her. At one point, Thurzó lost his temper and screamed, “You, Erzsébet, are like a wild animal. You are in the last months of your life. You do not deserve to breathe the air on earth or see the light of the Lord. You shall disappear from this world and shall never reappear in it again. As the shadows envelop you, may you find time to repent your bestial life.”

But was Erzsébet such a beast?

In the centuries since her imprisonment, several scholars and biographers have insisted that Erzsébet was innocent and/or that the trial of the accomplices was a show trial that shouldn’t have resulted in Erzsébet’s rather under-the-table conviction. They argue that the whole thing was a setup, masterminded by Thurzó and the king, designed to imprison a political rival, to incapacitate a powerful widow, and to seize all those delicious Nádasdy-Báthory lands. They say Erzsébet’s lack of trial was unfair, and that the confessions of her accomplices, achieved through torture, cannot be taken as fact.

But many of the cries about Erzsébet’s innocence don’t take into account certain cultural and historical factors, like the agreement between Thurzó and the Báthory children to avoid trial, or the fact that torture was a common part of inquisitional trials like this one and would not have been considered strange or suspicious in this case. (These were violent times all around, as is made pretty obvious by the fact that Ilona Jó and Dorka had their fingers torn off as part of their official sentence.) The argument that the king wanted to seize Erzsébet’s wealth and cancel his debt to the Nádasdy-Báthorys doesn’t hold water either, because when Nádasdy died his six-year-old son would have become the owner of the estates in name and, when the boy turned fourteen, in practice. By the time Erzsébet was arrested, she no longer owned those vast swathes of Báthory-Nádasdy land, and the king would have had to imprison the whole family in order to claim their fortune and cancel his debt. Plus, under the rules of the Tripartitum, Thurzó was not allowed to gain any material wealth from prosecuting Erzsébet, so he couldn’t have been framing her just to get rich.

Another sticking point for those who believe in Erzsébet’s innocence is the fact that Thurzó began investigating Erzsébet when there was no hard evidence against her, only rumors of her violence, and she was never informed of the inquest that was starting. But all this was perfectly legal under the Tripartitum. Thurzó was simply enacting something called a common inquest, intended to determine whether or not a crime had been committed. It was a standard way to gather evidence against nobles before informing them that they were about to be dragged into court—or imprisoned in their own dungeons, as the case may be.

All this is not to say Erzsébet was absolutely the flesh-eating, blood-bathing ogre the court believed her to be. Much of the testimony against her was hearsay, and confessions achieved through torture will always be rather suspect. There was obviously a lot of misinformation swirling around the whole affair, like the part about the 650 dead girls. There are many more theories about why the king would have wanted to frame her—she was Protestant, he was Catholic; she was a powerful woman, he didn’t like that—too many to get into here. Maybe someday someone will uncover a ledger of victims written in her spidery handwriting. Until then, we’ll always be a little bit in the dark.

With Erzsébet imprisoned, all legal documentation about the trials was sealed. The countess was put under house arrest in her own castle. Parliament decreed that her name would no longer be spoken in society. And the towns around Csejthe grew quiet for the next hundred years.

Murderess

Despite the court’s best efforts to act as though Erzsébet Báthory had never existed, her story spread and spread, especially once the trial transcripts were rediscovered in the 1720s. Today, the Blood Countess is a hugely popular figure in the world of horror, gore, and sexy vampires, featured in everything from a Venom single (notable lyric: “Counteeeess BAAAATHORY”) to poetry, novels, and films. Historian Raymond McNally has even argued it was Erzsébet who inspired Bram Stoker’s Dracula. Run a search on Google Images for “Erzsébet Báthory” and you’ll see just how sexualized her legend has become: you’ll find everything from manga of the countess sporting bloody nipple clamps to fan art featuring a nude Erzsébet reclining seductively in a bathtub full of—well, you know.

Out of the 306 testimonies collected by Thurzó, sex is mentioned once, maybe twice. The trial was not an investigation into sexual deviance; it was an investigation into rumors of torture and death. But in the centuries since, plenty of sex-drenched tales have popped up, like the rumor about her peasant lover and subsequent pregnancy, or whispers that she slept around when Nádasdy was off fighting Ottomans. One persistent tale concerns her aunt Klara, reputedly a bisexual and a sadist. As the story goes, during Nádasdy’s long absences, Erzsébet liked to visit Klara’s castle, where Klara would teach her niece all about witchcraft, torture, and making love to a woman. Another rumor says that Erzsébet and Anna Darvolya were lovers.

Her story has a sick glamour, sure. Who isn’t drawn to the idea of a vampiric countess with long black hair and a penchant for ripping apart lithe nudes? She makes a seductive antagonist, worthy of the serpentine sound of murderess. But these stories of lovers and sadism are simply ways of making her monstrousness appealing. They’re a distraction, a bizarre attempt to mitigate her crimes: “She beat up girls . . . because it was a fetish for her!” “She was a psychopath . . . but also a lesbian!”

Really, Erzsébet may simply have been the most frightening and least pretty thing of all: a heartless killer. The fan art that features a voluptuous Erzsébet with blood-splattered cleavage isn’t scary—what’s scary is that portrait of Erzsébet from 1585. What’s scary is staring down the otherworldly blankness in those big, four-hundred-year-old eyes.

Countess Erzsébet Báthory died on August 22, 1614, after complaining that her hands were cold. The last thing she did was lay down in her bed and sing, beautifully. She was buried in holy ground, but her body was later removed, after residents complained, and taken to the Báthory crypt. That crypt was opened in 1995. No trace of Erzsébet was found.
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THE GIGGLING GRANDMA

Nannie Doss

Nannie Doss was her own PR agent. She overpowered the news in the mid-1950s by flirting on camera, cracking morbid jokes, and framing her horrible crimes as nothing more than a fluke on the path to finding Mr. Right. After all, she was just a silly, love-struck grandma who would never intentionally harm a fly, much less murder four husbands in cold blood. Everything she did was done in the name of love. And love could justify anything. Right?

One of the many virtuous, refined, and, yes, straight-up housewifely skills the forty-nine-year-old Nannie possessed was her ability to bake a mean cake. She could whip up the type of cake that would make a lonely farmer marry her on the spot. One day, she sent a buttery homemade confection all the way from her home in Tulsa, Oklahoma, to Goldsboro, North Carolina, intending to woo a sixty-year-old dairy farmer named John Keel. The man was smitten with her humorous letters and her obvious skill in the kitchen and hoped that Nannie would soon head east to be his bride. Nannie was stuck in Tulsa for the time being, caring for a “sick, aged aunt,” but Keel felt sure they’d be together shortly.

But before Keel could get his hands on a ring, he learned something horrifying about his lady love: she had just been arrested. There was no aged aunt. There had never been an aged aunt. The person she had been “caring” for was her husband, and now he was dead.

“I’m sure mighty proud, mighty proud that she didn’t come to my part of the country,” Keel said later.

Thinking Crooked

The Nannie that Keel thought he knew was born Nancy Hazle in 1906. Her family owned a farm in Calhoun County, Alabama, and her parents were strict: Nannie had to work in the fields from a very young age, and she was by no means allowed to run around with boys. Today, rumors abound that her father was abusive and that Nannie rebelled by sleeping around as much as she could. We don’t know this for a fact, but we do know that he was controlling and that she liked boys—a lot. In fact, the austerity of her boyfriend-less upbringing was something Nannie would rebel against for the rest of her life.

Long before she thought of boys, though, she suffered a terrible accident. When Nannie was seven, she was riding along in a train when the whole thing crunched to a sudden stop and she split her head wide open against the metal bar of the seat in front of her. She felt the repercussions of this injury forever: awful headaches and a sense that sometimes she was “thinking crooked.”

The Hazles were perpetually poor, and by the time Nannie was fifteen—a gap-toothed, rosy-cheeked cutie—she had dropped out of school to work on the farm full-time. That same year, she got married. It wasn’t exactly a Romeo and Juliet type of situation; the man, Charlie Braggs, was someone her strict father had already approved of for her. But Braggs himself was thrilled with the match at first. Nannie presented herself to him as a “church woman,” and Braggs found her “a pretty girl, good build and lots of fun.”

Nannie, however, found it difficult to stay put. “She was quick tempered,” said Braggs. “Her whole family is like that. Sometimes she would get mad for a reason and sometimes it seemed not. She’d pout and then go off for days or weeks, often with other men.” He found out she was “no more Christian than if she had never heard the Bible preached.”

They had five children, but three of them died young, and Braggs harbored a few unspeakable suspicions about that fact. He’d noticed that two of the babies had showed symptoms of severe stomach troubles just before they died, and had “turned black so quick.” His misgivings left a horrible taste in his mouth. But what could he do? Motherhood was a woman’s world, and a mystery to him.

Something else went wrong during their marriage: Nannie’s father left her mother. Nannie despised him for it, and refused to let him see his grandkids. Perhaps in her mind, her father had failed to hold up his end of the bargain, which was to fully inhabit the role of husband. The breakup only increased her adoration of her mom, though. “I’d get down on my knees and crawl anywhere for my mother,” she said, years later. This love would eventually come under severe questioning, but Nannie was always adamant about this one thing: she loved her mother, and she would never hurt someone who she loved so purely.

Motherhood didn’t suit Nannie herself, though, and neither did marriage—at least, not the imperfect marriage she had with Braggs. After eight years of fighting and suspicion, Braggs grew tired of chasing Nannie around Alabama and filed for divorce. Sensing that Nannie was either unfit or unwilling to take care of their two remaining girls, he kept their oldest daughter and sent the other to live with Nannie’s dad.

Years later, Nannie told a reporter that she didn’t hate men, despite what her actions implied, because some men were good. She certainly enjoyed male company. She was always pursuing men: writing to them, flirting with them, marrying them. And the men she met were good—at least, that’s what their friends, neighbors, and family members said. Nannie told a different story. In her version of events, she was forever the innocent princess, disappointed again and again by a long line of unsatisfactory suitors.

Lonely Hearts

On the night of Friday, November 26, 1954, the police of Tulsa, Oklahoma, were surprised to see a plump, jovial, quintessentially grandmotherly figure brought into the police station on suspicion of murdering her fifth husband. The woman, Nannie Doss, was coquettish and hilarious, and the police were taken aback by her cheerful disposition. “She talks a lot,” said detective Harry Stege, “but not about the case.” She laughingly brushed off questions about arsenic and autopsies and unhappy marriages. She smoked a cigarette. Her eyes sparkled.

It took twenty-four hours of on-and-off interrogation before Nannie admitted that okay, fine, yes, she had poisoned her husband Sam Doss by spiking his coffee with rat poison. Around midnight, she signed a formal statement admitting that she was a murderer.

Meanwhile, reports were trickling into the police station of more dead husbands, a dead step-grandson, and other long-held suspicions people had about the “smiling, talkative widow.” After a weekend of continued interrogation, Nannie giggled at the police officers and told them she was finally ready to clear her conscience. Sam Doss wasn’t her only victim, she declared. She’d had five husbands, and she’d killed four of them.

After Charlie Braggs divorced her, Nannie had married an older man named Frank Harrelson from Jacksonville, Alabama, who had children from a previous marriage. According to Nannie, Harrelson was a mean, abusive drunk. She tolerated his weekend benders for fifteen years, until the day he came home plastered and snarled, “If you don’t come to bed with me now, I ain’t going to be here next week.”

“I decided I’ll teach him,” said Nannie. “And I did.” Harrelson was in the habit of drinking cheap “rotgut” whiskey from an old fruit jar hidden in a flour bin, so Nannie found the jar and stirred in a healthy portion of liquid arsenic. The next time Harrelson ducked out for a secretive nip of the hard stuff, he died.

Nannie’s next spouse was Harley Lanning of Lexington, North Carolina. He was also a drinker and, on top of that, a massive flirt. Nannie couldn’t stand how popular Lanning was with the ladies, and she snapped when Lanning threw a raging party while she was out of town. The party was so wild that police had to come by and, according to Nannie, haul the partygoers “out of bed.” In a blind fury, Nannie poisoned a plate of Lanning’s food in 1952. He was dead before the weekend.

With three husbands out of the way, Nannie was ready to change her approach. Her search for Mr. Right had failed miserably so far, since she kept getting stuck with flirts, drinkers, or men like Braggs who didn’t accept the fact that sometimes a girl just wanted to run away from home for a week or two. So she took matters into her own hands and signed up for a mail-order husband. For five dollars, she became a card-carrying member of a “lonely hearts club” called the Diamond Circle, based out of St. Louis. Each month for an entire year the fine curators of the Diamond Circle would send her a list of “lonely men,” and Nannie could contact whomever she liked.

She struck up a correspondence with a darkly handsome Kansan named Richard Morton, and things moved quickly from there. On January 21, 1953, the operator of the Diamond Circle received a letter from Morton:

Will you please take our names off your list—R. L. Morton Sr., Emporia, Kas., and Mrs. Nannie Lanning, Jacksonville, Ala., for we have met and are very happily married. She is a sweet and wonderful woman. I would not have met her had it not been for your club.

It didn’t take long for things to fall apart, though. Morton worked nights at a pool hall, but during the day he liked to put on his best suit and head out on mysterious business. This disturbed Nannie. Why would he go to town all dressed up when his “sweet and wonderful” wife was right there at home? Even worse, when she was away on a trip to North Carolina, she somehow heard that Morton had purchased a set of rings during her absence. Rings could only mean one thing, she theorized: he was seeing someone else.

“I lost my head and blew up when I found out he had been running around with another woman,” she said. She decided that if Morton could make secretive purchases, so could she—so she came back from North Carolina with a bottle of liquid poison stashed in her suitcase. Later, police would speculate that Morton had initially bought the rings as a gift for Nannie but then pawned them to follow her to North Carolina, perhaps realizing that she was furious at him. If that was the case, here was the grand, romantic gesture she’d always wanted—she just didn’t know it. Instead, she stirred poison into his coffee, convinced he was cheating on her.

If her first four marriages had been tinged with vice—alcohol and violence and lust—her final marriage was so prosaic that it threatened to drive Nannie insane with boredom. Sam Doss was a real dud, a parsimonious highway worker and part-time Free Will Baptist minister living in Tulsa, Oklahoma. He wouldn’t let her buy a TV set, even though she really wanted one. He wouldn’t let her dance.

“He got on my nerves,” said Nannie, when asked to explain why she tried to kill Doss two separate times. At first, she stewed up a huge kettle of boxed prunes and doused them with poison. (Prunes were a major hit in the 1950s. President Eisenhower declared that his favorite food in the world was a dessert comprised partially of whipped egg whites, prune pulp, and unflavored gelatin called Prune Whip.) It turned out Doss’s appetite was the only generous thing about him. “He sure did like prunes,” said Nannie. “I fixed him a whole box and he ate them all.”

The dish sent Doss to the hospital for twenty-three days, but didn’t quite finish him off, so the day after he returned, Nannie fixed him the Richard Morton special: piping hot coffee with a dollop of rat poison. It did the trick, as she knew it would.

Fortunately for the remainder of America’s lonely gentlemen, prunes and coffee were the last dishes Nannie ever poisoned. The attending physician refused to sign Doss’s death certificate without an autopsy to determine the cause of death. Oddly enough, Nannie loved this idea and agreed that they should definitely figure out what killed Doss because “it might kill someone else.” Her husband’s vital organs were sent to a lab in Oklahoma City, and the pathologist there returned the damning evidence: Doss had enough arsenic inside him to kill eighteen part-time Free Will Baptist ministers.

In a photo taken after her long confession was over, Nannie Doss is leaving the courthouse with the homicide captain. She is smiling broadly and looks perfectly at home.

“Charmed ’Em, Poisoned ’Em”

Though Nannie’s flirtatious demeanor corroborated her story somewhat—lonely hearts club member looking for love in all the wrong places—the police weren’t convinced she was telling the whole truth. There were too many other mysterious deaths linked to her name, including those of her mother, father, two sisters, two of her children, and a step-grandson. But when they tried to get her to admit to killing her relatives, Nannie’s attitude changed abruptly. “You can dig up all the graves in the country,” she snapped, “and you won’t find any more on me.”

Although Nannie acted deeply offended by the insinuations, the evidence was pretty damning. She’d been hanging around both her sisters and her beloved mother right before they died. Then, the day after her mother’s funeral, Nannie had pranced off to marry Richard Morton—not exactly the picture of bereaved daughterhood. And the brother of Frank Harrelson (husband number two) called the police to report a chilling anecdote from a decade earlier: he and Harrelson had been walking past a cemetery when Harrelson pointed out the little grave that belonged to his grandson, muttered that the boy had been poisoned, and then said, simply, “I’ll be next.”

None of this fit with the image Nannie had so carefully crafted: that of a breezy, good-humored grandmother who flirted with police, smiled at the press, and cracked jokes about the whole silly situation. Okay, so maybe she’d killed a husband or two, but it was all tinged with a bit of Arsenic and Old Lace-esque humor (a movie that came out when Nannie was thirty-eight, by the way), and anyway, her husbands were cheats, liars, abusers, and prudes. In light of that fact, her murders were, well, practical. Just the sort of get-’er-done move you’d expect from a sensible housewife.

But other sources vehemently denied that Morton or Lanning had ever cheated on her. In fact, the salacious story of Lanning’s supposed orgy was contradicted by none other than Charlie Braggs, Nannie’s first husband. In a peculiar twist, one of Nannie and Braggs’s surviving daughters had ended up marrying Lanning’s nephew, and the party that the police interrupted was actually just an innocent family visit. “All that happened was that the police heard there were strangers in the house, which is out in the country by itself, and went out to see who it was,” said Charlie Braggs. “Nannie wrote us a terrible letter after that, but there was no more calm, steady man in the world than Harley Lanning.”

Sam Doss’s brother also began poking holes in Nannie’s story. He had been suspicious of her from the start: “No woman is going to travel a thousand miles or so to marry some plain working man just because she wants him.” He watched Nannie torture the puritanical Sam Doss by smoking openly and wearing scandalous outfits, and he disagreed with the popular perception of Nannie as “simple, candid, open, cheerful.” That wasn’t the Nannie he knew. “She was a smart one,” he said. “She was shrewd, very shrewd. And I seem to remember that she sometimes would tell you one thing and the next time just the opposite.”

Despite her detractors, Nannie was enjoying a newfound celebrity. She hammed it up for the press, and they rewarded her with splashy headlines:

CALM, AFFABLE GRANDMOTHER TELLS OF POISONING FOUR OF FIVE SPOUSES 

TULSA GRANDMA CHARMED ’EM, POISONED ’EM

NANNIE DOSS ONCE CARRIED A PISTOL; WAS WELL LIKED

Moments before she appeared on TV to be interviewed, the cameraman suggested she remove her glasses and smile for the camera, quipping, “You might get another husband if you look nice.” Nannie replied, “Ain’t that the dying truth,” and then cracked up at her own pun. She was Oklahoma’s biggest news story of 1954, and she knew it.

Nannie was certainly not the first or last serial killer to achieve and even enjoy celebrity, but she was a celebrity at an interesting time in America. Think of everything cliché you know about the 1950s: housewives spent their days vacuuming with martinis in hand and a look of existential horror in their eyes, and every home was outfitted with a TV set. Nannie’s celebrity fit perfectly into this social landscape. She was the twisted parody of the housewife, a woman seemingly obsessed with marriage and, uh, cooking, but a woman who used her feminine charms to catch and kill men instead of catching and keeping them. She wore cat-eye glasses and lipstick; her hair was curled; she was photographed in a double string of pearls. She appeared on TV, giving interviews and flirting with cameramen, creating an intimacy between audience and murderer that would have been unthinkable in the case of previous lady killers, and enabling her reputation to spread farther and farther.

Perhaps the version of femininity that Nannie presented to the world seemed, in a dark way, more appealing—and certainly more accessible—to her female peers than the versions they were receiving from other sources. After all, when the rest of America’s housewives changed the channel away from the coverage of Nannie’s case, they would have been presented with goddesses like Marilyn Monroe, glimmering in tight white dresses and marrying baseball stars, so perfect as to feel utterly foreign.

“Darling, How We Miss Thee”

Nannie’s court-appointed lawyers refused to make a plea for her, insisting she was mentally incompetent, so she was given a default plea of not guilty. Nannie herself continued to flirt with everyone in power. On her way to the courthouse, she told the prosecuting attorney that she’d been cold in her jail cell, and to prove it, she placed one of her freezing hands on the back of his neck. When the police woke her from an evening nap to interrogate her, she laughed, “I don’t know why you guys get me up at this hour to talk to me. I’ve been talking to you for a week.” Her lawyers finally had to tell Nannie to stop chatting to the police altogether, for fear that she’d let something slip about all those dead family members.

Meanwhile, bodies were being dug up all over the country. Arsenic was found in every one of Nannie’s dead husbands, and the murder charges racked up against her accordingly. None of these findings were a surprise, since Nannie had already admitted to these particular murders, but there was one shocking reveal: despite Nannie’s insistence to the contrary, an autopsy revealed that her mother’s body was also loaded with arsenic.

Why was Nannie so loath to admit she’d killed her mother? She’d been practically giddy about the murders of her disappointing husbands, as if she were entitled to take their lives. Considering how enthusiastically she agreed to the autopsy of Sam Doss, it almost seems as though she wanted her husband killings to come to light. And yet she couldn’t bear the suggestion that she harmed her mother. She had constructed a narrative that she only killed those deserving of death, and killing innocent family members didn’t fit with this story. I’d get down on my knees and crawl anywhere for my mother, she insisted, and the papers printed it, word for word.

Though the image she manufactured was one of harmless, lovelorn femininity—an image reliant on both sexist and ageist assumptions about who could be dangerous, and when—Nannie, the alleged mother killer, actually had a horrific dark side. This might seem obvious, since she murdered, what, eleven people, including a child? But strangely—or perhaps predictably—she didn’t really scare people. For the American public, Nannie was forever an affable grandmother, the punch line to a joke.

Many serial killers—Ted Bundy comes to mind—make waves not just for their crimes but for their ability to pass as normal, nonviolent, even charming. (Direct from Bundy: “I was a normal person. I had good friends. I led a normal life, except for this one small but very potent and destructive segment that I kept very secret and close to myself.”) When they’re not committing their monstrous crimes, they walk among us, looking perfectly innocent and, in Nannie’s case, plump, cute, and grandmotherly. Isn’t that part of what’s so horrifying about serial killers? The idea that Bundy could have been your next-door neighbor, that Nannie could have fixed you a cup of coffee?

Now, Ted Bundy, who was among other things a rapist and a necrophiliac, seems objectively “scarier” than Nannie, who giggled and poisoned prunes. But serial killers aren’t scary because they’re male; they’re scary because they destroy order. Or rather, they reveal that what we perceived as order and normalcy (the all-American boy, the giggling grandma, the housewife vacuuming vacuously) has been a violent lie all along. In the 1950s, Nannie Doss looked far more like the average housewife than Marilyn Monroe did. She embodied the order of things: mothering, marrying, cleaning the kitchen floor. And yet she brought death in her wake.

By December 5, the press learned that this “gentle grandmother” had another morbid hobby: she loved to compose tombstone epitaphs. Her step-grandson’s tomb read: “Darling how we miss thee.” Lanning’s said, simply: “We will meet again.”

“The Cleverest Criminal I Ever Interviewed”

At Nannie’s preliminary hearing on December 15, the judge decided to turn her over to the state asylum so doctors could determine whether she was insane or not. “Arsenic Nannie” wasn’t upset about the compulsory ninety-day stay. In fact, she was relieved. It seemed, to her, like a little luxury.

“Now maybe I will get some rest and won’t have to answer so many silly questions,” she laughed. She had high hopes for her asylum vacation, telling a jail matron, “Maybe those docs at the hospital will teach me to think straight.”

True to form, Nannie thoroughly enjoyed herself at the asylum, where she celebrated her fiftieth birthday. She was getting plenty of attention due to her continued celebrity status, and she made sure to primp every time the staff psychiatrists came around to examine her. One of the doctors raved about her behavior to the press, noting that she still suffered from headaches—a holdover from her childhood accident—but that otherwise, her health was perfect. In fact, she was nearly perfect. “If you had small children,” he said, “you’d be delighted to have her as a babysitter.”

His supervisors disagreed. On March 14, a group of medical examiners declared Nannie “mentally defective with a marked impairment of judgment and will power” and recommended she be recommitted to the asylum. But the prosecution pressed on, demanding she at least be tried for murder, so Nannie was tossed back into jail while her attorneys entered a plea of “not guilty by reason of insanity.” A sanity hearing was set for April, with everyone rolling their eyes about it as the dueling sides gathered their experts. “The hearing shapes up as a battle of contradictory testimony by psychiatrists,” snarked a little paper from South Carolina.

Nannie disliked the confining setup of jail and wanted to go back to her tiny slice of asylum paradise, where everyone knew her name. “You can’t see people [in jail], and I like people,” she complained. Perhaps what she meant was that in jail, people couldn’t see her. Still, she managed to charm another man or two from behind bars. One “elderly suitor” went so far as to mail her a marriage proposal—but Nannie tore his letter up. “I’ve had enough husbands,” she told the press, who were, as usual, hanging on her every wisecrack.

Her sanity hearing turned out to be a jumble of he-said/she-said analysis, with Nannie’s sanity or lack thereof batted back and forth like a badminton shuttlecock. “Mrs. Doss is mentally defective and is now insane in the legal sense. She also has been crazy for a long time,” thundered a doctor for the defense. The prosecutor hissed that he had five psychiatrists on hand who were all ready and willing to declare her sane, and then quoted from a doctor’s report: “She is a shrewd, clever, sharp, calculating, selfish, self-aggrandizing female whose aggressive behavior under frustration releases her hostility toward men, particularly her husbands.” A superintendent from the state asylum noted that Nannie would giggle “extensively at nothing” for ages and then fall into long, dark depressions. If that wasn’t insanity, what was? The prosecution’s experts scoffed. Nannie was a sociopath, one of them said, and a “shrewd, calculating female who feigned insanity to escape the electric chair . . . the cleverest criminal I ever interviewed.” At that final statement, Nannie laughed out loud.

After three days of this, it took the jury a mere fifteen minutes to decide that Nannie Doss was sane. The killer herself heartily concurred. “I’m as sane as anybody,” she chuckled. “I guess I ought to know better than anybody if I’m crazy. I’ve never felt more sane in my whole life.” She chewed gum while the verdict was declared, and grinned at the photographer as he took her portrait.

Nannie’s official trial was set for early June, and so everyone was shocked when, on May 17, she suddenly pled guilty. She was hoping for a lighter sentence and thought maybe an unexpected plea of guilty would earn her some clemency. It’s also possible she misunderstood the implications of pleading guilty. She wanted to be sent back to the asylum—where she’d felt so free and so popular—and perhaps she didn’t realize it was too late for that. She’d been officially declared sane, and with this plea of guilty, she was now officially a murderer.

Her sentencing took place on June 2, where the prosecution urged the judge to consider the death penalty. Nannie sat between her attorneys, chewed more gum, and “wore an attractive blue party dress.” The hearing was brief, but the sentence was long: life in prison. It would have been the electric chair, but the judge couldn’t bear the thought of killing a woman. “This court has never heard of a woman being put to death for any crime in Oklahoma,” he said. “It may happen some day . . . and the people of this state would very reluctantly see such come to pass.”

After the sentencing, Nannie remarked, “I have no hard feelings.”

Out of the Headlines

Nannie entered prison on June 4 and dropped out of the news until a reporter interviewed her in September. “I thought everybody had forgotten me,” said Nannie. “I thought I was just out of the headlines.” She mentioned she’d lost eight pounds in jail because she did the laundry “the hard way,” but complained that her headaches were getting worse.

Nannie also told the reporter she was “tricked” into signing the statement about Doss’s poisoning. This wasn’t the first time she hinted at a conspiracy; months before, she told a reporter from the Tulsa World that she had been duped into confessing the murders of her four husbands, and that she got the idea for her confession from a magazine story. Perhaps Nannie realized her status as a celebrity murderer would not last forever, and so she no longer wanted to claim that identity for herself. She was dreaming up a better angle on her own story: innocent “lonely hearts” lady hoodwinked by the police.

Otherwise, Nannie seemed happy enough, with no desire to go back to her old routine of marriage and housework. “I am a funny person,” she said. “If they’d turn me out right now I’d go straight to the hospital at Vinita and be content to spend the rest of my life there. That sounds sort of crazy, doesn’t it.”

Though the asylum may have been her ultimate ideal, Nannie still adored prison. She got to do everything she didn’t get to do with Sam Doss: she saw movies, she watched TV, and she participated in the occasional dance (“strictly for the 50 women prisoners”). She loved the jail matron, Mrs. N. F. Whitaker, who was “just like a mother” to her. Nannie had a small heart attack in September and took a month of bed rest, but other than that, she was having a wonderful time. Her surviving family members didn’t visit her—but perhaps she expected that. Prison, she said, was “just like being at home.”

But what did home even mean for Nannie Doss? She resented her father for leaving her mother and breaking up their nuclear family, but then she went on to destroy five separate portraits of the American marriage herself. She framed her husband killings as the act of someone who was disappointed in love—silly Nannie, always a little too intense in her search for Prince Charming!—but she wouldn’t claim responsibility for the deaths of her family members. Nannie seemed to have very specific ideas about the roles husbands and family should play, and she reacted furiously when people disappointed her by not fulfilling those roles. (From the prosecution, remember: her “aggressive behavior under frustration releases her hostility toward men.”) It seems likely that her issues originated from, or were exacerbated by, her early childhood head injury, since numerous studies in recent decades have linked frontal lobe injuries to increased incidents of violent, uncontrollable social behavior. Perhaps her wounded, extreme reactions also stemmed from her earliest and greatest disappointment in another human: her father, who stifled her girlish longings for romance, who practically arranged her marriage, and who put the final nail in the coffin that held her ideals of love when he abandoned her mother.

But none of this was explored in much depth in the press, nor in the decades following. These days, Nannie is still remembered as the hilariously murderous grandma who read romance novels in jail and was obsessed with trading in her husbands for newer models.

This attitude continues today toward older women who kill. The disparity between the grandma archetype (smiles at us from under a halo of white hair, bakes great pies, contains a fount of cozy knowledge about the good old days) and the murderer archetype (physically strong, usually male, follows his victims down dark alleyways, crawls through bedroom windows) is just too much to reconcile. People tend to collapse back onto humor to deal with and/or to diminish it. As an editorial about Nannie Doss once chirped, “Grandma, you rat!”

In 2015, a sixty-eight-year-old Russian woman named Tamara Samsonova was arrested on suspicion of not just serial murder but cannibalism, and she pulled a total Nannie during an interview when she blew a kiss to court reporters. Her headlines are tinged with macabre hilarity: she’s the “GRANNY RIPPER,” “GRANNY FROM HELL,” and “GRANNYBALL LECTER.” These are funny names, to be sure, but the crimes she’s accused of are as horrendous as those of Jack the Ripper himself. Yet somehow when she does it, it’s kind of a joke? (In the grand tradition of female serial killers being forever linked to the kitchen, security cameras captured footage of Samsonova carrying a pot that was thought to contain the head of her last victim.) Or consider Melissa Ann Shepard, an eighty-one-year-old alleged serial killer from Canada, who was given the Nannie press treatment in 2016. One article about her crimes began: “She looks like a sweet old lady, but . . .” while another called her a “rosy-cheeked killer.” Aw! In a way, this is a narrative we’ve been trained to laugh at; for example, the entire film Arsenic and Old Lace is predicated on the situational irony of old women who kill. But we’re talking about taking a human life here, and when it happens in the real world, it’s horrible. Canada’s “rosy-cheeked killer” drugged a man with benzodiazepine and ran over him twice with a car. Nannie killed the mother she claimed to love. These are tragedies, not comedies, at the end of the day.

We’ve got to hand it to her, though: Nannie was smart. She knew how to work her best angles. She was clever enough to realize that as a husband killer, she could hide behind this dopey, lovesick persona and possibly escape with her life. If she’d appeared in the press as a matricidal maniac, she would never have gotten the attention she did—the chuckles from cameramen, the jibes from police officers, the doctor who genuinely believed she’d make a great babysitter. (And Nannie adored that attention, Nannie who always felt so constricted by the men in her life, from her controlling father to puritanical Sam Doss.) She was like a reality TV star emphasizing only the most marketable aspects of her shady past. Slowly, her story turned into a twisted fairy tale: the fickle princess who couldn’t find what she wanted, the doomed suitors who couldn’t give her what she needed.

In prison, Nannie retained her signature humor. In May 1957 she quipped, “When they get short in the kitchen I always offer to help out, but they never let me work there.” The press, still charmed by her, reported this widely. But after two years of being locked up, she told a journalist from the Daily Oklahoman that she’d lost the will to live. She wanted to be tried again in Kansas or North Carolina, where she had also been charged with murder. “Maybe they would give me the electric chair,” she said.

Alas, life stretched on uneventfully for the murderess whom nobody took seriously. Seven years into her sentence, she faked another heart attack, which got her out of the prison, at least momentarily. (Doctors couldn’t find anything wrong with her. Grandma, you rat!) Ten years into her sentence, on June 2—the same day she’d been sentenced to life in prison—Nannie Doss died of leukemia.

Her notoriety was all used up by then. People had stopped paying attention years before. Headlines called her “Husband-Killer” and “Mate-Poisoner” and “Admitted Slayer” when they announced her death, because her name alone was no longer enough to remind the world why they should care.
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THE WORST WOMAN ON EARTH

Lizzie Halliday

At the tail end of the 1800s, a woman named Lizzie was serving time for arson in Pennsylvania’s Eastern State Penitentiary. She had been a model prisoner for the first one and a half years of her sentence, but two months before her release date, she began acting strange, a bit unhinged. So she was transferred to an asylum, where the physicians confirmed her insanity and looked after her until it was time for her to walk free.

Lizzie then made her way to the state of New York to hunt for work. In a little town called Newburgh, she met old Paul Halliday, who was looking for domestic help. He’d been married before and fathered six children, one of whom was mentally handicapped and still lived at home on the Halliday farm. Lizzie informed Halliday that she had just arrived from Ireland six weeks ago. They agreed on a salary of forty dollars a month.

Before long, Halliday realized it would be cheaper to marry Lizzie and get her work for free than to pay for her services. Plus, there was something oddly charming about her—he didn’t mind the thought of having her as a wife. So he proposed, and the two began a relationship that Halliday’s children described as one of “peculiar influence.”

See, Lizzie brought trouble in her wake like an avenging angel, but no matter how many horrors she inflicted on her husband, he never left her. During the spring of 1891, Halliday came home to find a heap of smoking ashes where his house once stood. Lizzie, who was standing by the ruins, nonchalantly informed him that his handicapped son had just been burned to a crisp. She claimed that the boy died trying to save her from the flames. This story, however, was belied by the fact that when they identified the son’s bedroom door in the rubble, it was clearly locked, and Lizzie herself was carrying the key.

And yet Halliday stayed with her. Less than a month later, Lizzie burned down his barn and mill, declaring that he needed a new one anyway, and then ran off with another man, determined to become a horse thief. She was quickly apprehended and thrown back in jail, where she immediately began tearing out her hair and screaming at anyone who would listen. This pandemonium got her acquitted on grounds of insanity, and she was sent across the Hudson River to the Matteawan State Hospital for the Criminally Insane.

Halliday scoffed at this development. Lizzie was “perfectly sane,” he insisted, and “hoped by her present actions to obtain immunity for her crimes.” But the doctors at the asylum disagreed with him. They kept her for a year and then released her into Halliday’s custody, saying that she was cured.

The couple muscled through another year of marriage, and then Paul Halliday disappeared.

Lizzie told the neighbors her husband was away on business, but some of them had noticed suspicious activity around the Halliday farm during the past couple of days—eerie sounds, figures creeping about at night. Besides, there was just something weird about Lizzie Halliday, and the neighbors didn’t particularly trust her. So one day, when Lizzie was out, they decided to search the Halliday farm. They wondered, nervously, if they’d find a body.

They found two.

Naturally Ugly

In 1860, Lizzie Halliday was born Elizabeth Margaret McNally in County Antrim, Ireland, and came over to New York State with her parents and nine siblings when she was still a child. On American soil, she grew into a tempestuous adolescent. “She was inclined so much to quarreling that the family all disowned her for years,” said her brother John. “She could not stay in a place any time when working out on account of her violent temper.”

She was a highly physical, unpredictable girl. At one point, she attacked her father; another time she sprang violently at her sister Jane. If she showed love, it was with equally mad conviction. When she returned home after a long absence to find that her father had passed away, she flung herself on his grave and began tearing away the earth with her bare hands.

Lizzie was short but incredibly strong, and people always noticed her muscular limbs, as well as her lovely, translucent Irish skin. But her large nose and larger forehead drew mockery and even disgust from observers. One neighbor hissed that Lizzie had a “repulsive face, and the most peculiar nose I ever saw.” A landlord called her “naturally ugly.”

She wasn’t educated, but she was cunning, and she was always on the hunt for money. Unfortunately, she left poor impressions on many of her employers: she wore unusual clothes, she was subject to mood swings, and, quite frankly, she scared them. Once she threw a knife at a young man who was teasing her; another time, she spat in the face of a little girl. When an employer tried to correct her baking methods, Lizzie went screaming to the nearest courthouse, claiming the employer had assaulted her. In fact, she was always popping up in court; she even tried to arrest two young boys who pointed their toy pistols at her. But when her mood lifted, she could be found attending a Methodist church or staring in fascination at a nearby religious revival.

Between jobs, she got married, and between marriages, she took more jobs. At the age of fifteen, she married an old army deserter who went by the fake name Ketspool Brown. The two spent their relationship locked in fear; Lizzie told her family that Brown wanted to murder her, while Brown informed his doctor: “I am afraid of her; she has threatened my life.” They had a son, and childbirth sent Lizzie into a spiral of depression. She visited her sister and complained that she heard nonstop singing and saw lights flashing around the room. At one point, while she sat mending a dress, she cried, “What’s the use of living?” and tore up the garment.

After three years of marriage, Ketspool Brown died of typhoid fever, and Lizzie worked her way steadily through three more husbands, all of whom were significantly older than her. None of the marriages were happy. She tried to kill one husband with a cup of poisoned tea, and tore up his featherbed in the streets for no apparent reason. Her fifth husband was young and handsome, unlike the rest, but things fell apart when he confessed to Lizzie that he had “pounded his first wife to death.” Terrified, she took her son and ran off to Philadelphia, where she opened a shop, insured it, and then burnt it down for the insurance money, destroying several neighboring houses in the process.

After doing two years in the Eastern Penitentiary and, subsequently, the asylum, Lizzie was released, only to find that her son had disappeared. “My boy is now about twelve years old,” she told a reporter years later. “I’ve never been able to find him since.”

Heart’s Blood

A few miles from the Halliday farm, there lived a sweet, harmless family called the McQuillans: seventy-four-year-old Tom, his wife, Margaret, and their nineteen-year-old daughter, Sarah. It was the summer of 1893, and Sarah was on vacation and thoroughly enjoying it. On August 26, a woman showed up at their house in a wagon and introduced herself as Mrs. Smith, saying she was looking to hire a cleaning lady. Sarah would have normally taken the job, but she was preoccupied with her lounging, so Margaret volunteered. A neighbor thought Mrs. Smith seemed odd, and urged Margaret not to take the position. But Margaret brushed her off and drove away with Mrs. Smith, calling out, teasingly, “Goodbye, if I shouldn’t see you again!”

A few days later, the so-called Mrs. Smith returned to the McQuillan house in a panic, saying Margaret had fallen from a ladder and desperately wanted to see her daughter. Tom McQuillan wanted to go himself, but Mrs. Smith was adamant: Margaret insisted on seeing Sarah. So the girl got in the wagon and the two drove away.

When two days passed with no word from his wife or daughter, Tom McQuillan grew suspicious and set out to find Mrs. Smith’s house. He soon realized the woman had given him a fake address and a false name; no one knew who he was talking about when he inquired about the mysterious Mrs. Smith who needed her house cleaned.

Meanwhile, one of Halliday’s sons was also starting to suspect foul play. His father had been absent for too long, now, and Lizzie’s excuses weren’t adding up. After keeping an eye on Lizzie for a few days to see if he could figure out what was going on, the son went to the police and procured a search warrant.

When the local constable and his crew arrived to search the house, they found Lizzie preoccupied with cleaning blood from a carpet. Upon spotting the men in her doorway, she sprang up, outraged, and threatened to kill them if they tried to enter her home. The constable ignored her, and Lizzie snatched up a board and smacked him on the hand, screaming that she would “cut his heart’s blood out.”

Undeterred, the men investigated the premises. The house seemed empty, but the barn soon gave up its terrible secret. Under a layer of garbage, covered by a pile of hay, they found the bodies of Margaret and Sarah McQuillan. Their feet and hands were tied, and their heads were wrapped in cloth. Both woman had taken multiple bullet wounds to the chest.

At first, Lizzie shrugged off the awful evidence, saying that if something bad had been done, she had nothing to do with it. But soon enough she began acting peculiar. She picked at her clothes, claiming there were potato bugs crawling across her. Later, when a curious neighbor asked her about the discovery of the bodies, she refused to look at him, but had a “sneak look” in her eyes as she turned away. Slowly, a question began forming in the minds of everyone around her. It was a question people would ask of Lizzie Halliday for the rest of her life: was she insane, or was she faking it?

Successful Women Adventuresses

Lizzie was arrested and hauled off to jail in Burlingham, while back at the Halliday farm, the search for bodies continued. Paul Halliday’s surviving children were now sick with worry about the fate of their father, so one of his sons brought a friend and snuck into the farmhouse early one morning to see if the police had missed anything. When the two men reached the kitchen, they noticed some of the floorboards didn’t match the others and pried them up.

Beneath the floorboards, the earth looked loose and fresh. The men brought over a crowbar and sank it into the ground until it met with resistance—but the object they hit wasn’t firm, like a rock or a brick. There was something soft down there. Thoroughly spooked, they ran for backup.

Soon enough, the son’s worst fears were confirmed: Lizzie Halliday had buried his father under her own kitchen floorboards. The “badly decomposed” corpse of old Paul Halliday had multiple bullet wounds in the chest and had been struck hard on the head—so hard that the left eye was knocked out of its socket.

On September 8, 1893, Lizzie was shipped off to a second jail in Monticello, New York. News of her crimes had now spread throughout the entire region, and her old house back near Newburgh was stripped to the bones by morbid artifact hunters. In Monticello, hundreds of people lined the streets to watch her arrival. The jailers hurried her into her cell without any problem, but every now and then she’d let out a “deafening shriek,” as though to “appraise the public on the outside that she was in confinement.”

Lizzie was a performative prisoner, which didn’t help her public image. People thought her alleged insanity was a bit too much, what with all the incoherent monologues and earsplitting screams. She tore at her clothes, ripped her blankets to pieces, refused food, and answered questions with deranged nonsequiturs. Plus, most of this wild behavior happened when someone was watching. If you managed to catch a glimpse of Lizzie when she thought she was alone, you might find her sitting “moodily and lost in thought” on her bed, the apparent picture of sanity. The public waffled: was she or wasn’t she? On September 12, the New York Times declared definitively: MRS. HALLIDAY NOT INSANE. By November 7, the headline cried: MRS. HALLIDAY WAS INSANE. No one could make up their mind.

In those days, the public instinctively distrusted any plea of insanity. People called it the insanity dodge, convinced that certain prisoners falsified madness to go free. The common misconception was that there was “widespread abuse” of this plea, used by shady lawyers as “a last resort for cheating justice.” In reality, the public’s suspicions were unfounded. “Public delusion . . . is that the insanity dodge is a thing which succeeds very frequently,” said Dr. Carlos F. MacDonald in 1895, discussing Lizzie’s case at a meeting of the Medical Society of the State of New York. “It is wrongfully put forth in a certain number of cases, but it is a well-known fact that it seldom succeeds where it is wrongfully offered.”

One woman wanted to decide for herself if Lizzie was using the insanity dodge. Nellie Bly was an intrepid girl reporter who was already famous for her sharp investigations into the Women’s Lunatic Asylum on Blackwell’s Island and the lurid baby-buying trade in New York City. She used her considerable celebrity to score an exclusive two-part interview with Lizzie, and in October, Bly faced the triple murderess in her cell. The cell was decorated, Bly noticed, with photos of lingerie models and political figures that had been torn out of magazines. A spread titled SUCCESSFUL WOMEN ADVENTURESSES was displayed on the windowsill, along with a little tin can full of flowers.

It took a while to get Lizzie talking about the McQuillan murders—at first, she only wanted to discuss the state of her finances back in Newburgh—but Bly finally got Lizzie to open up. Sort of. Lizzie concocted a crazy tale about the night of the murders, claiming she had been drinking moonshine and eating bread and butter with Paul Halliday and the three McQuillans when, out of nowhere, someone chloroformed her. While Lizzie was out cold, that same mysterious person managed to kill both Paul Halliday and the McQuillan women, and Lizzie woke up with no idea that anything bad had happened.

Bly was understandably skeptical about this wild recounting, and asked Lizzie why she hadn’t noticed the bloodstains and bullet holes in the house, or the fact that something had clearly been buried under the kitchen floor. “I didn’t see anything,” Lizzie responded, coolly.

Lizzie had used this bizarre rhetoric before, actually—acknowledging that she was there at the scene of the crime, but totally denying any responsibility. When she was jailed for arson back in Pennsylvania, her alibi had been similarly passive and self-victimizing: “Oil was poured out of a lamp over the floor and a match set to it. I saw it all, but I didn’t do it. I didn’t speak because I was afraid I would be killed, but I lay in bed with my eyes open watching the whole thing done.”

During the interview with Bly, Lizzie mentioned a mysterious “gang” that liked to shoot their victims “where it would do the most good”—that is, directly in the heart. In a second interview with Bly, she took out the bit about the chloroform but brought back the gang, claiming she had been outside when the murders happened, watching everything through the window. “The McQuillan women were sitting on the sofa and [a man] shot them,” she said. “I heard the one moan when she was hit and then she opened her eyes and said: ‘My God! Did you bring me here to murder me?’”

Bly knew she was getting nothing but lies from Lizzie. Eventually, she grew annoyed and decided to push the issue. “I believe that you alone and unaided killed your husband and the McQuillan women and buried them,” she snapped at Lizzie. “I don’t believe you were ever insane one moment in your life, and that you are the shrewdest and most wonderful woman criminal the world has ever known.”

Lizzie just smiled at her.

Determined to get a confession, Bly pushed harder. “Did you or did you not kill those people?” she asked. It was almost midnight in the jail cell. “Some other time. My head feels bad now,” said Lizzie. “Some other time.”

Bly got up to leave, but stopped in the doorway of the cell to ask one last question: did Lizzie repent of her crimes?

Lizzie smiled again. “God will send you back to me,” she said in response. And Bly, with a “little chill” running through her body, left the prison.

“She Deserved No Friends, No More Than a Cat”

Lizzie grew increasingly violent as she waited for her trial. She attacked the sheriff’s tiny wife, she removed the steel shanks from the soles of her heavy boots and tucked them away to be used as weapons, and she tried to set her jail cell on fire. She also went on a hunger strike. When none of that got her released, Lizzie tore a strip of cloth from the bottom of her dress and tried to hang herself from the door of her cell. By the time the sheriff cut her down, her eyes were bulging and her features were distorted, but she was still breathing. Five days after her attempted hanging, Lizzie smashed the window of her cell and lacerated her throat and elbows with a shard of glass. The sheriff found her sitting on her bed, covered in blood. “I thought I would cut myself to see if I would bleed,” she told the doctor. After this, she was chained to an iron ring that jutted from the middle of the cell floor.

Skeptics continued to insist this was all an act. Why else would she have hung herself by the door, moments before she knew the sheriff would be passing by? Others thought her suicide attempts were all too real, because Lizzie believed her trial was imminent. It had actually been postponed until the spring—it was now almost Christmas—but nobody had bothered to tell Lizzie.

Her trial finally began in Monticello on June 18. A thin, subdued Lizzie entered the courtroom, and people lined the street outside, hoping to catch a glimpse of the murderess. Her lawyer, George H. Carpenter, was gunning for the insanity defense, while the prosecution attempted to establish that money was her motive for killing the two women. Thomas McQuillan sobbed as he identified a set of rings that had belonged to his murdered daughter. Lizzie pinched her nose so tightly it became raw.

The defense admitted pretty much everything: Yes, the bullets matched the gun. Yes, the rings belonged to Sarah McQuillan. They tried to explain away the blood on the carpet by saying that Lizzie wasn’t very clean and “did not take the usual precautions taken by women.” In other words, the stains were period blood, not “heart’s blood.” The fact that this argument was even ventured reveals the public’s impression of Lizzie: that she was uncivilized, unhygienic, practically feral.

George H. Carpenter knew he couldn’t prove Lizzie was innocent, but he thought he might be able to prove she didn’t know right from wrong. His argument was twofold: (1) Lizzie Halliday was clearly insane, and (2) there was no motive for the crime—which further proved she was insane. Carpenter brought in an asylum superintendent and three doctors to confirm her insanity, as well as the jailer from Lizzie’s days as an aspiring horse thief. The jailer told the court that Lizzie used to yell “Ma! Pa! Nancy!” from her cell. “Wild as a hawk,” he said. “She was insane then . . . and is insane now.”

During the trial, multiple physicians stopped by Lizzie’s cell to examine her for signs of madness. They often found Lizzie chatting to the Holy Ghost. Once, she lunged at them with the lid of her toilet held aloft, ready to crack some skulls. She gave nonsensical answers to the most basic questions. Her age? “Nineteen skunks.” Her address? “I washed your shirt.” Her father’s name? “You took my property.”

“She is shamming,” said one doctor, “and is overdoing the art.”

George H. Carpenter argued passionately for his pitiful client, noting that Lizzie never spoke a word in her own defense; instead, she sat silently without a single relative or friend in the room while the crowd stared at her “as if she were a wild beast or a monster.” He begged the jury to take the randomness of the McQuillan murders as proof this woman knew not what she did. But the prosecuting attorney urged the jury to instead consider “exterminating the prisoner as an enemy to society.” She was not at all insane, he said, noting that in her day-to-day life Lizzie Halliday was perfectly able to keep appointments, feed her horse, and otherwise function in polite society. And as a counter to Carpenter’s plea that Lizzie had no friends, the prosecutor sniped, “She deserved no friends, no more than a cat.”

The jury only took a few hours to come to their conclusion: Lizzie Halliday was not insane in the slightest, and was guilty of murder in the first degree. Lizzie covered her face with her handkerchief and kept silent. George H. Carpenter wept.

The Insanity Commission

MRS. HALLIDAY TO DIE, ran the headlines the next day. Lizzie had been brought, shuffling, into the court that morning, and stood with no sign of comprehension in her eyes while the judge read the verdict: death by electric chair. It was the first time a woman had ever received this sentence.

Now that the idea of Lizzie’s death had become tangible, the public suddenly began to question the fairness of the decision. They hadn’t expected the electric chair. It struck many as too harsh, especially since they’d never seen a woman die that way before. Within days, people began to discuss petitioning the governor of New York, Roswell Pettibone Flower, to appoint a commission that would look more closely into the question of Lizzie’s sanity.

By July, Governor Flower agreed to do so, and appointed three doctors to take a long, hard look into Lizzie Halliday’s psyche. Papers applauded this decision as a humane act, while still vacillating on the question of sanity/insanity themselves. Her insanity would explain so much, since her crime against the McQuillans felt so senseless. She didn’t benefit from it, and she barely knew the women. On the other hand, she’d just been declared officially sane in the court. “Country folks” had one explanation for her mental state: simple “cussedness.” “The lack of motive was evident to them,” wrote one journalist, “and thus they went back to the theory of depravity.”

Governor Flower’s doctors observed Lizzie during the month of July, while she waited to die. They noted her rapid pulse, her “extreme emaciation.” She was beginning to show symptoms of diabetes and suffered from an “excessive menstrual flow.” She’d stuffed bits of her dress into her nose and ears. She seemed to be numb all over: flies crawled across her face and she didn’t brush them away; the doctors pricked her with a knife and she didn’t flinch. She drooled constantly, her nose dripped, she cursed everyone without being provoked, she kept repeating the number thirteen, and she seemed to think there was a river running outside her cell door. The doctors transcribed some of her ramblings:

He broke a spine of my ribs. You’ve got that bear sewed up in me. It’s you that done it. You sewed them up in me. You broke three of my legs. You pitched me down from the garret. You put a coat of shingle nails over me. They don’t want you in their house. They’re going to saw off my nose. Take them snakes off me. You brought them in a basket. You tied them around me.

The doctors acknowledged her intelligence—the intelligence necessary to plan and execute multiple murders—but also noted her inability to resist impulse. She didn’t have the “power to choose,” they said. The violence burst from her without her being aware of it. “Conscious-impulsive insanity,” one doctor termed it. He was deeply offended that the previous testimony of a doctor named Mann—a “so-called expert” who had given in to “the demand of an excited and clamorous public”—had almost led to Lizzie’s execution. There was no doubt in his mind that Lizzie was unable to control her deeply violent nature.

The other doctors agreed. They couldn’t say for sure if Lizzie recognized the “nature and consequences” of her crimes, but they were positive she lacked the “power to choose between committing and not committing them.” Because of this, they declared her insane.

This was the first time anyone had taken a nuanced view of Lizzie’s mental state, and it saved her. She was sent to the state criminal asylum at Matteawan and locked up for life.

Matteawan State Hospital for the Criminally Insane

Lizzie thrived at the asylum. Upon her arrival, she raved about bugs and muttered incoherently, but the superintendent sat her down and told her that if she wanted to be treated well at the hospital, she needed to act as politely as possible. Surprisingly, Lizzie listened. She began to clean herself, she stopped cursing at the doctors, and she even started doing little chores. Because she was still a celebrity, journalists would occasionally trek out to the hospital to report that the country’s bloodiest murderess was now engrossed in her sewing.

But at the end of August 1895, mere days after one journalist wrote that Lizzie had “lost that fierce look which characterized her insanity” and was “quiet, industrious, and contented,” Lizzie began plotting again.

She’d become pals with one Jane Shannon, who was also homicidal, and the two developed a grudge against a pretty young attendant named Kate Ward. Lizzie insisted that she had “become sane” and should be sent back to regular jail, and was sure all the asylum workers in general—and Ward in particular—were conspiring to keep her at Matteawan. So one day, Lizzie and Shannon snuck up behind Ward in the bathroom, ready to shed some blood.

Lizzie, strong as ever, threw Ward to the floor and stuffed a towel into her mouth. While Shannon held the girl down, Lizzie began to tear out her hair, scratch at her face, and pummel her with brutal force. By the time the other attendants realized what was happening in the bathroom, Ward was unconscious. Had they arrived any later, Ward would likely have died.

Lizzie did her time in solitary confinement for the attack, but eventually the superintendent allowed her back into the regular life of the asylum. She’d calmed down, she was behaving again, and the years began to pass uneventfully for her. She gained sixty pounds after months of having starved herself in jail. She got a bad case of the measles in 1896, and the press reported it dutifully.

In 1897, Lizzie became fixated on the idea of false teeth. She wanted every single one of her teeth replaced, convinced that a fresh set would make her look more attractive. So she began to fake toothaches, and told the doctors that the only cure for her would be the removal of every tooth in her head. The doctors inspected her and found all her teeth perfectly healthy, but Lizzie kept complaining, and about six months later, she finally got her way. She was taken on a little outing to a town called Fishkill Landing, where some brave dentist gave her a shiny new set of teeth.

A crowd gathered around the dentist’s office to wait for her, and when Lizzie emerged she grinned widely, looking very pleased with herself. Perhaps she felt like she had officially moved up in the world. She would never have been able to afford false teeth years ago, when she was working as a housekeeper and running from husband to husband with her little boy on her arm.

The next autumn, a group of inmates wrote and starred in a “thrilling war drama” at the asylum. Lizzie Halliday watched from a row close to the stage. She hadn’t cried or spoken a word during her own thrilling drama, but now, in the audience, she sobbed every time the hero was in danger. The press repeated this fact with relish. The moment looked like a poignant end to Lizzie’s story—a redemption, even.

The Last Killing

Nellie Wicks was one of the best attendants at Matteawan. She was only twenty-four and had already been promoted to head attendant of the women’s department. Wicks had dreams of leaving the asylum to study nursing, but she mostly kept those dreams to herself.

One of her star patients was Lizzie Halliday, who was now in her midforties. Lizzie had become so calm and reliable that she was given sewing privileges, which meant she had access to a whole basket of materials: fabric, thread, scissors. Sometimes she muttered a vague death threat, but the entire asylum had learned to ignore those. Lizzie never acted on them anymore.

By the autumn of 1906, Wicks announced that she had big news: she was going to leave the asylum and study to be a trained nurse. Lizzie was heartbroken and begged Wicks to stay, but Wicks assured her everything would be fine. As the date of departure grew nearer, Lizzie stopped begging and began to threaten her, saying she would rather kill Wicks than let her go. As usual, no one paid any attention to Lizzie’s threats, especially not Wicks. She knew the two of them had a special bond, and she genuinely believed Lizzie would never harm her.

But deep in Lizzie’s psyche, the old murderous impulses were beginning to wake. One morning, as Wicks walked into the bathroom, Lizzie crept in behind her, clutching a pair of scissors that she’d taken from the sewing basket. Wicks didn’t notice that anyone else was in the room until Lizzie struck her hard on the head. When Wicks crumpled to the floor, Lizzie snatched her keys and locked the bathroom door from the inside. She then proceeded to stab Wicks over two hundred times: in the face, in the neck, and “where it would do the most good”—the heart.

Attendants heard Wicks screaming, but by the time they managed to break the door down, it was too late. Wicks was unconscious and bleeding heavily. She died on a cot twenty minutes later. Instead of becoming a nurse, she earned a dubious fame: she was now the first known United States female law enforcement officer to be killed in the line of duty.

When the coroner asked Lizzie why she’d done it, Lizzie responded, “She tried to leave me.”

The Worst

Back to the old question of whether Lizzie was faking it. Over a century later, the insanity commission’s report still rings true: Lizzie was intelligent, cunning, and at times self-aware, but unable to resist her own surges of violence. (And let’s be honest—even if she was stone-cold sane, the very act of pretending to be insane for decades does seem, in itself, like a type of madness.)

But it’s also likely Lizzie was faking certain things. She seemed aware of what “insanity” looked like in the public’s opinion, and she performed it: the hysterical shrieks from the jail cell, the way she calmed down when she thought no one was looking. None of this negates the overall diagnosis of the insanity commission—none of this makes her sane!—but it does explain why spectators and the press were so torn about her. They were picking up on an underlying shrewdness, and this made it hard for them to fully accept that she had no idea what she was doing when she nicked the scissors to kill Wicks or lured the McQuillan women home with her or bashed Paul Halliday so hard on the head that his left eye fell out. She may have been “wild as a hawk,” but she knew how to premeditate murder, which is what made her such a terrifying cipher.

Some people tried to explain away her crimes in far more sexist and, quite frankly, ridiculous terms—perhaps because “madness” was such a vague, threatening, and ultimately unsatisfactory explanation for murder. There were those who speculated that Lizzie’s “wild mental condition” happened every time she was pregnant, but that all her children were born dead. Some were convinced she had a secret lover who helped her drag the heavy bodies of the McQuillan women out to the barn—because, they said, Lizzie wasn’t strong enough to drag the bodies herself. Others claimed Lizzie had been a “young and comely member of a roving band of gipsies” in her youth, and somehow the seed of that freedom bloomed to violence in her heart. There were even those who believed Lizzie was actually Jack the Ripper, come over to America to wreak havoc on more female bodies. When someone finally asked her if she were the Ripper, Lizzie snapped, “Do they think I am an elephant? That was done by a man.”

Perhaps the vaguest explanation for Lizzie’s crimes—beyond simple “cussedness”—came from the newspaper headlines that followed her every move. In print, she was talked about in a language of excess, of superlatives: “Multimurderess,” “Arch Murderess,” “The Worst Woman on Earth.” She became a symbol of the unimaginably awful, the greatest female horror that turn-of-the-century New York had ever seen. There was a glee to the term, with its echo of freak show terminology: “Come see the Worst Woman on Earth, appearing after the Two-Headed Lady! Fifty cents for a peek!”

A century later, multimurderess Aileen Wuornos would earn another major superlative—the first female serial killer—that demonstrated, as it did with Lizzie, the potent combination of media frenzy and “collective amnesia” that makes lady killers so intensely scrutinized during their lifetime and so eminently forgettable afterward. Wuornos was not the first, just like Lizzie was probably not the worst. But it sounded really good to phrase it that way. And it made people look.

Perhaps because she seemed so steeped in violence, so intrinsically homicidal, Lizzie triggered greater disgust in the courtroom and in the media than other female serial killers who claimed more victims than she did. Lizzie murdered—well, she murdered like a man. Most female serial killers use poison, not physical violence, and go after the people closest to them. Not Lizzie Halliday. Lizzie stabbed, shot, bludgeoned, and hunted down strangers. (No wonder she drew comparisons to Jack the Ripper.) Even her appearance confirmed this idea that she was somehow unfemale. There was nothing about Lizzie that charmed the public, no appealing detail to latch onto the way that people latched onto other, prettier killers. Lizzie was seen as squalid and savage: wild as a hawk, friendless as a cat, bleeding openly onto the carpet, letting flies crawl all over her face. Not simply nonfemale, in fact, but nonhuman.

And though she “only” killed five people (as far as we know), the fact that she kept murdering even after she was sentenced contributed to the idea of her as an unredeemable killer, someone who would always be bad—the worst, the very worst. Even the apparatus of law and medicine couldn’t quell the ceaseless violence within her. They tried to contain her, but they couldn’t stop her and they couldn’t save her, because what she needed to escape—what she could never escape—was herself.

On June 28, 1918, poor, mad, shrewd Lizzie Halliday died of Bright’s disease (a perpetual inflammation of the kidneys). She was fifty-eight years old and had been in the asylum for almost half her life. None of her relatives claimed her body, so she was buried in the asylum cemetery, where the graves are marked only by numbers. Decades later, the asylum closed down. After years of receiving superlatives in the papers, Lizzie lies beneath a nameless gravestone, overrun with grass and flowers.
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DEVIL IN THE SHAPE OF A SAINT

Elizabeth Ridgeway

Elizabeth Ridgeway was raised in a good Christian home but met the devil somewhere along her path. At the end of her life, she’d chalk up her wrongdoings to a “familiar spirit”—a witch’s demon, so to speak—who laid with her throughout the night and whispered evil in her ear. Elizabeth didn’t care one way or another about the church, preferring to stay home and stir her cauldron. She was a woman who took offense easily and lied effortlessly, all while fretting about the impossibility of love. And even though she lived in the seventeenth century and appears in only two surviving sources from the era, she feels surprisingly knowable, familiar spirit and all.

Elizabeth was born in a tiny British town named Ibstock during the second half of the 1600s. Her father was a farmer with the last name Husbands. Though Ibstock was a sleepy little town, it wasn’t immune to the type of frightening country violence that seemed to flare up out of nowhere. When Ralph Josselin, a vicar from a village to the south, stayed overnight in Ibstock, he was shocked to learn that a man had been murdered right outside his lodgings while he slept. “I have cause for ever to praise God for the mercyes of this day,” he wrote in his journal, shaken.

Violence, God, and men—these were the elements that made up Elizabeth’s life.

Flirting in Seventeenth-Century England

Elizabeth lived at home until she was about twenty-nine, a spinsterhood long enough to make her little town assume she was a “Religious Maid, and a follower of the Presbyterians.” But this was a façade; Elizabeth informed a preacher she was “indifferently inclined to the Church and Private Meetings.” She had a bad temper and a very low tolerance for those who disagreed with her. When she and her mother had a spat—either “some falling out about their Household Affairs,” or a lecture from her mother about “some other thing she disliked in [Elizabeth]”—the daughter immediately dispatched the mother with poison.

With Mother dead, Elizabeth kept house for her father, who was oblivious to the real cause of his dear wife’s sudden demise. After another year at home, though, Elizabeth decided it was time to move on. She craved stimulation and might even have found her father kind of annoying, since he—like her deceased mother—surely made a habit of telling her what to do. So she left her father’s farm and took a job in town, working and living as a servant in a wealthier household.

Her master was rarely home, so Elizabeth had the freedom to entertain all the male visitors her wild young heart desired. And entertain she did. Her favorite way to flirt was to talk about love and marriage, heavily implying that she thought this particular man might be the one, and making plenty of promises she never intended to keep. She did have a couple of favorites among her scores of paramours: she liked John King, and she really liked Thomas Ridgeway. King was a servant at another household in Ibstock, hovering at about the same social level as Elizabeth. But Ridgeway was a tailor with two apprentices, and his name carried a certain degree of cachet in the town.

While Elizabeth was flirting with her suitors, she was also harboring a major grudge against one of her male coworkers. It started over some minor disagreement, perhaps about household chores, but instead of confronting the other servant, Elizabeth bottled up her rage until she couldn’t take it anymore. This was typical of her; she had always been characterized by a “dogged, sullen Humour.” After all, she’d killed her mother under similarly petty circumstances. The servant who irritated her was a perfectly healthy young man in the morning, but after Elizabeth mixed white mercury into his broth, he began complaining that he didn’t feel well, and died in agony a few hours later.

By the time summer was winding down, Elizabeth realized she’d let the John King/Thomas Ridgeway situation go on for too long. Both men clearly expected that she would marry them—she had been “so free” with them that their expectations were understandable, given the social mores of the time, and there was no easy way to extricate herself from this love triangle without breaking hearts and scandalizing society matrons—unless somebody died.

At this point, Elizabeth knew for sure that she preferred the richer and more influential Ridgeway. But she couldn’t let King find out until she was ready to dispose of him, or else he might fly into a rage and, if he so desired, ruin her reputation. So she continued to lead King on with whispers and kisses, till she found the opportunity to “season him some Draught which sent him into the other World.”

Poor John King, expecting a wife, found that his lover was a killer instead. His death was not pleasant. Not only was it sudden, but it was bizarre and highly memorable: his blood “turned black,” his insides burned, his stomach was consumed by a violent, gnawing sensation. Elizabeth was relieved when he was finally in the ground.

With John King dead, Elizabeth spent the winter in coy servitude, knowing it would look suspicious if she immediately ran off with her other paramour. Finally, on Friday, February 1, 1683, she married Thomas Ridgeway. Her father had explicitly forbidden her to marry this man, but Elizabeth didn’t listen or care.

Ashby-de-la-Zouch

The first three weeks of marriage passed in a blur of “seeming mutual Love,” at least to outsiders. You could have caught the newlyweds strolling through the market at Ashby-de-la-Zouch and shopping for household goods, lost in a fog of wedded bliss. Of course, if you took the time to follow the couple through the market, you would have seen Elizabeth slip off to make a covert purchase from an old widow—two pennyworth of a mysterious white powder. But who was paying attention to those sorts of details at the time? The town flirt was married, the bachelor was happy, and it looked like all was well in the Ridgeway home.

Elizabeth, though, was not happy. After a year of hinting at marriage, she found that it wasn’t what she wanted after all. Secretly, she was “frustrated of her expectations in her marriage: for she could not love her Husband as she ought.” Now, being unhappy in marriage is no small matter, but Elizabeth did have a history of turning on people for the smallest inconveniences. Maybe Ridgeway chewed with his mouth open. Maybe he disagreed with her—Elizabeth couldn’t stand that. Or maybe, without the scintillating foil of John King, Elizabeth realized that Ridgeway was actually a total bore.

To add insult to injury, Ridgeway wasn’t exactly the wealthy, prestigious tailor she’d originally thought. Shortly after their marriage, his sister demanded that he pay her back a debt of twenty pounds—a sum that would have completely bankrupted him and his new bride. So instead of comfort and prestige, Elizabeth was suddenly faced with the prospect of poverty and embarrassment. Her unhappiness with the whole situation tortured her so much that she thought about poisoning herself to escape from the relationship. But she couldn’t breathe a word of this to anyone. She’d just gotten married to a man she’d been pursuing for months, and to express dissatisfaction would have made her seem ungrateful, irresponsible, crazy.

If nothing else, Elizabeth was certainly solution-oriented. Before too many days had passed, she put aside thoughts of suicide and “converted her despair into revenge.” There was an easy way to rid herself of her doomed marriage, and she’d played this game before. She waited until a peaceful Sunday morning, three weeks and two days after their wedding, when Ridgeway left for church without her. As Ridgeway worshiped, Elizabeth boiled a pot of broth and stirred in some of the white powder she’d purchased in Ashby-de-la-Zouch. When Ridgeway came home, Elizabeth smiled and served him dinner.

Ridgeway ate most of his meal, though he complained to his young apprentices that there was something a little gritty in the dish. Thirty minutes later, he began to throw up. He tossed and turned in “great torment” for hours, and finally died in anguish after midnight.

He was buried without suspicion. Elizabeth was widowed—and free.

The Body Bleeds

A few days later, Ridgeway’s teenage apprentices ruined everything for Elizabeth. They, too, had noticed the gritty substance lurking at the bottom of Ridgeway’s bowl. The boys suspected poisoning; Elizabeth, in turn, suspected the boys of suspecting her. So she attempted to shut them up with a bit of arsenic-laced porridge, and when they refused to eat it, she changed tactics, promising she would make it worth their while if they kept their mouths shut. It didn’t work: one of the terrified boys ran to Thomas Ridgeway’s relatives, saying he was pretty sure Elizabeth had just murdered her brand-new husband.

News of the poisoning soon reached the justice of the peace, a “Gentleman of great Judgment and Prudence” named Sir Beamont Dixey, who ordered an inquest by the coroner. The coroner gamely dug up Ridgeway, who had been dead for eight days, and took a peek inside his decomposing corpse. It was clear that Ridgeway had been poisoned, and Elizabeth was whisked away to the jail in Leicester.

During this time, some courts still practiced “cruentation,” a medieval method of proving guilt. The accused murderer would be required to touch the victim’s corpse, and if the accused was guilty, the theory ran, then the corpse would begin to bleed. Allegedly, Thomas Ridgeway’s father forced Elizabeth to touch her husband’s moldering body, an act that—shockingly!—“she was very averse to.” A source claims that when she finally touched it, the corpse “burst out at Nose and Mouth bleeding, as fresh as if new Stabbed.”

On Friday, March 14, Elizabeth pleaded not guilty before a jury of twelve, all of whom quickly agreed that she’d poisoned Ridgeway. She was sentenced to death by burning. There was some backlash against the harsh verdict, since certain “tender people” argued that the testimony of a sixteen-year-old apprentice shouldn’t be enough to convict her, but the judge stood firm. Instead of granting her a retrial, he asked a clergyman named John Newton to counsel her during the last days of her life.

Now, this John Newton—not to be confused with the famous preacher and abolitionist of the same name in the 1700s—was a mild, self-deprecating man with the best of intentions. He was horrified by Elizabeth’s crime, but he approached her with a certain grace. He wanted to provide her with the counsel she so desperately needed, to help her understand the gravity of her crimes, and to ease her transition from this life into the next.

Unfortunately, Elizabeth was still “indifferently inclined” to men of the cloth and had no interest in making John Newton’s job easy. This was just so Elizabeth: unmoved by matters of life and death, uninterested even in the fate of her soul.

False Creature

Newton visited Elizabeth in jail every day for a week and a half, determined to extract a full confession. He was shocked to find that Elizabeth—this weepy woman who had been protesting in court that she’d never killed a soul—was actually quite difficult to work with. She took obvious pleasure in fabricating confessions, weaving elaborate stories to confuse him, and generally laughing in his face.

The first lie she told Newton concerned the death of John King: she claimed that her husband, Thomas Ridgeway, had murdered King without her knowledge. According to Elizabeth, she had no idea why Ridgeway would have wanted King dead, but just before Ridgeway died, he cried out in horror that “God’s hand was just upon him, for the wrong he had done to that person so deceased.” She even insisted, coy and ironic, that in a way she blamed herself for King’s death. His ghost, she said, often appeared to her!

Elizabeth had several siblings, and when Newton talked to them, they quickly informed him that she was lying. She’d told them a slightly different story about her former lover: she still claimed that Ridgeway had killed him, but in this version, Elizabeth maintained that she knew all about the murder and had in fact condoned it. Since Thomas Ridgeway and John King were rivals for her heart, said Elizabeth, they understandably hated each other, and even after Ridgeway married Elizabeth, he still talked about getting revenge on his hapless opponent. (Her siblings must not have been paying very close attention to Elizabeth’s life, because this timeline was impossible. King was already dead by the time Ridgeway and Elizabeth got hitched.) “For a time [I] endeavored to dissuade him,” said Elizabeth to her siblings, who relayed all this to Newton, “but at last permitted him by saying these words, ‘Do what you will with him.’”

When Newton tried to confront Elizabeth with her lie, she replied sanctimoniously that she “dare not judge” her husband for whatever he might have done, and refused to admit any guilt in the matter.

By now, Newton was irritated at Elizabeth, and probably mad at himself for believing her ghost story. He went home and stewed over the “reserved, stupid, uncertain, yea, and false Creature I had to deal with.”

A week after Elizabeth was sentenced to death, another witness popped up with evidence against her: this person, her neighbor, had seen her buying poison at the Ashby-de-la-Zouch market. After this incriminating development, Elizabeth finally admitted that she had indeed purchased poison, but wouldn’t admit what she had used it for. Newton nipped back into Elizabeth’s cell to get the inside scoop, but all he got was an infuriating vagueness: she refused to confirm or deny the purchase of the poison, and she wouldn’t even admit that she had previously admitted to the purchase. The pastor left in a huff, refusing to visit her again until she entered into a “better mind” and sent for him of her own accord.

Being a clergyman, Newton would have had plenty of people to visit during the week, but he couldn’t shake the thought of Elizabeth, because he couldn’t figure her out. He knew she wasn’t actually stupid, “because she otherwise appeared sufficiently Apprehensive and Knowing.” Maybe, he theorized, her silence stemmed from a desire to keep her own reputation as clean as possible; she didn’t want to “imprint the mark of her Infamy upon her the deeper by her own Confession.” What’s more likely is that Elizabeth was hoping for a reprieve. She knew there were still certain “tender people” who thought her trial had been unfair; maybe she thought she’d be handed some sort of last-minute pardon if she kept her mouth shut.

That being said, she couldn’t stop toying with John Newton. She pretended at least three times that she was ready to give a full confession, and each time Newton raced over to her cell, only to be disappointed. Ironically, if she was really hoping to save her own life, Newton could have been a useful ally. She could have fed him a sob story, convinced him of her innocence, and begged him to talk to the judge on her behalf. Instead, she went out of her way to torment him.

During one of these fake-outs, Elizabeth began by telling Newton she was ready to reveal the whole truth and nothing but the truth, and ended up constructing her craziest tale yet. It went like this: There was a man from a town called Hinckly who was completely obsessed with her, and his obsession didn’t stop when she married Ridgeway. Instead, the man from Hinckly turned into something of a stalker and decided that the only way he could have Elizabeth for himself was by killing her new husband. So one Sunday, when Ridgeway was away at church, the man snuck into Elizabeth’s house and slipped poison into a bowl of broth. Elizabeth saw this happen and didn’t stop it, nor did she hesitate in feeding the poisoned bowl of broth to Ridgeway.

Elizabeth informed Newton that she was under oath not to reveal the name of man from Hinckly, but if Newton watched very closely at her execution, he would spot the man in the crowd, “for his Countenance would betray his Guilt.” Newton, bless his innocence, believed this bizarre tale, and was appalled that Elizabeth had sworn not to reveal the identity of her husband’s murderer. “I discovered to her the wickedness of such an Oath,” he wrote, “and that it could no ways bind her to such an Hellish Concealment.” But Elizabeth still refused to name him, and Newton left, frustrated once again.

Clearly, Elizabeth liked to manipulate people. The drama with John King and Thomas Ridgeway was a perfect example of this: she skillfully navigated the social mores of her time to bring the men so deep into her web that (a) they both thought they were going to win her hand in marriage and (b) they both ended up dead.

The gleeful element to her manipulation—laughing in Newton’s face, blowing air kisses (or whatever the seventeenth-century equivalent was) at Ridgeway and King—seems at odds with her suicidal thoughts and tendency toward gloominess. But she seemed to revel in the power she had over people, and perhaps it was the only thing she truly enjoyed. The agency she felt when she toyed with others must have helped her claw her way out of the “dogged, sullen Humour” and, yes, the “despair” to which she was so susceptible. Centuries later, researchers would divide female psychopaths into two broad categories, and the first—women who seek sensation, who are prone to boredom, who lack empathy, and who love interpersonal deception—describes Elizabeth to a fault. She often felt jaded, frustrated, and claustrophobic, and in those moods, she murdered the people who were encroaching on her life. Her mother told her what to do, criticized her character. Her coworker disagreed with her, invaded her professional space. John King really inconvenienced her by his annoying habit of believing what she said. And Thomas Ridgeway may have been the biggest headache of all: a man who was suddenly taking up space in her home, waiting in her bed, telling her what to do, expecting her to have the soup ready when he came home from church.

In another era, Elizabeth might have channeled her boredom and sensation seeking into some sort of high-powered career. Here, in her tiny town, with her reputation as first a “Religious Maid” and then an incorrigible flirt, there weren’t many cures for ennui. Elizabeth certainly found one. It just wasn’t very pretty.

The next day was a Sunday, and Elizabeth was taken to church along with an assortment of other criminals. Newton preached, and he flattered himself that his sermon on obedience had finally convinced Elizabeth to make an honest confession. Alas, Elizabeth still had no interest in telling the truth, even though she was scheduled to die the next day. She also refused to see Newton that night. Instead, she chatted with her father, cackling about how the man from Hinckly was nothing but a lie. Her father must have been appalled at his heartless daughter, wondering by now if she’d murdered her own mother, wondering why she was so comfortable laughing about death.

It wasn’t until the morning of her execution—Monday, March 24, 1684—that Elizabeth confessed. Perhaps it finally sank in that “she must die, and that her Denials would avail her nothing.”

Newton, gratified that his tricky confessee was coming around at last, found her tearful and “in contemplation of approaching Death and Judgment.” She admitted that she had killed her husband because of her inability to love him and because of the shock of his debt. She spoke of her suicidal tendencies: three years ago, around the time of her mother’s death, she had purchased poison with the intention to kill herself, and she had again planned to poison herself with the arsenic from Ashby-de-la-Zouch before she ended up using it on her husband.

A pamphlet from London about the “most Barbarous and Cruel Murders” of Elizabeth Ridgeway gives us a far spicier recounting of her final confession. In it, she supposedly admits to another confessor that for the past eight years she had “lain with a Familiar Spirit.” This demon first tempted her to poison herself, and, subsequently, “anyone that offended her.” Elizabeth confessed that she was always carrying poison hidden in her hair, and would renew her stash whenever she went to market. She admitted to the murder of her mother, her coworker, and John King, and acknowledged that she had been planning to kill both of her husband’s apprentices, too.

Despite the poison-in-the-hair detail and the demonic overtones, this wasn’t the dramatic unburdening people had hoped for, as Elizabeth “did not seem very free in her Confession, mentioning only those with whose Death she had been charged.” Many people were suspicious that during her eight years with the familiar spirit, she’d killed others. But Elizabeth had never seemed particularly concerned with the act of confession, and if any other crimes were burdening her soul, we’ll never know them. 

Lamentable Girl

Newton finally realized he’d never get an immaculate conversion narrative from Elizabeth. She simply wasn’t going to fall on her knees and tear out her hair in guilt. And so, when he told the story of Elizabeth Ridgeway to his congregation, he apologized to his readers for the “Lamentable Form, as well as Matter” of his tale. The topic was unsavory—“horrid Poysoning”—and he wished desperately that he could present his parishioners with some sort of final atonement. He tried as hard as possible to make Elizabeth seem truly repentant, saying that she cried during her last confession and “did earnestly entreat me to make known [her confession] as the real Truth,” but that’s about as cathartic as it gets.

Unfortunately, Newton’s portrait of a somewhat-penitent Elizabeth is contradicted by Elizabeth’s final actions. The authorities kept her in prison for most of the day, hoping she’d confess to additional murders, but she said nothing. She may have been afraid to die, but fear didn’t silence her; when Newton and another clergyman offered to assist her to the stake, she snapped that she didn’t need them to make any sort of divine intercession for her, as she could “Read and Pray as well as they could.” A hungry crowd came out to see her burn, yearning for last-minute revelations, but Elizabeth disappointed them by declaring that she’d already confessed in prison and wouldn’t repeat or add anything to it.

Before the time came for her execution, Elizabeth was forced to witness the execution of two brothers—a last-ditch effort to terrify her into admitting more crimes. One of the brothers was offered an awful clemency: he could go free if he would act as an executioner for both Elizabeth and his own brother. The man refused, and the siblings were hanged together, with Elizabeth watching.

The accounts of Elizabeth’s day insisted that she was the worst, the most evil. (Sound familiar?) Centuries later, her crimes seem practically quaint. It’s a perfect example of the obliterating nature of history: after a while, as we grow overwhelmed with the horrors of our present day, the past loses its bite, becomes almost picturesque.

But if we try to categorize evil, we can say that Elizabeth probably wasn’t “the most” of anything at all. She was angry, yes, and sullen and callous and suicidal. She was quick to jump into relationships and quick to end them. But she certainly wasn’t the most “barbarous Example” of violence and death that the century had ever seen, despite what people claimed. She doesn’t even seem particularly bloodthirsty. Rather, she comes across as numb—insensitive to death and willing, at least twice, to end her own life. We see this in the extraordinary indifference she had toward John Newton, who was probably kind of annoying in the way he kept popping into her cell and pressing her for a confession, but who also wanted desperately to bring her some measure of peace. A woman who can laugh about lying to a pastor the night before her execution does not seem like the type of woman who fears death very much. Maybe she did carry poison in her hair, after all.

Just before the end, Elizabeth raised her voice. She begged the authorities to let her be hanged first and then thrown on the fire, but they refused. Instead, they tied her to the stake and lit the kindling around her feet. When the flames touched her, she let out a piercing scream and tried to leap away from the fire. This meant—somewhat mercifully—that she choked, because a rope was tied around her neck and the smoke was beginning to crowd her lungs. Then, unconscious, she burned.
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VIPERS

Raya and Sakina

In the poorest district of Egypt’s Alexandria, there once lived a woman known for burning too much incense. It didn’t matter if it was day or night; the house of this woman, Raya, was always wreathed in thick, sweet smoke. Her neighbors thought it was odd, but they had their own lives to contend with. There were cafés to run, neighborhood toughs to appease, authorities to avoid.

Though the city of Alexandria was praised for its beauty and sophistication, if you crossed paths with Raya and her younger sister, Sakina, you were probably looking for vice. Theirs was the criminal underworld: streets of runaways and prostitutes, rooms smelling like resinous hashish. Their district, al-Labbān, was full of shady businesses designed to service the occupying British troops, and the Alexandrian elite mostly ignored whatever unsavory trouble was brewing there. The police usually ignored it, too. After all, it was 1919, and there was a revolution to take care of.

See, the Egyptian people had been led to believe that their country would become a self-governing nation after World War I ended, and when that didn’t happen, nationalists rose up against the British occupation. Strikes, riots, and demonstrations exploded across the country, and for quite some time the police were more preoccupied with politics and rebels than with brothel madams and drug dealers. “Where are the police?” bemoaned the journalist Fikri Abaza. “The government has been too intent upon training the hordes of its secret political police to concern itself with training forces necessary to safeguard our internal security or personal safety.”

It was pretty obvious—at least to those who could read the coded and illicit activities simmering under the authorities’ noses—that Raya and Sakina were mixed up in something sketchy. But people were just too busy to care. Even if the incense did seem a little peculiar. Even if occasionally, from one of the sisters’ apartments, they heard someone scream.

Pearl of the Mediterranean

Raya was born around 1875, and little Sakina came along a decade later. Their family lived in an isolated village in Upper Egypt, and their childhood was both unregulated and full of overwhelming adult responsibilities, the way childhoods often are when parents are abusive or absent. Their folks were both: their father was gone, and their mother was a narcissist who failed to show them much, if any, love. They had an older brother, but he couldn’t hold down a job. Money was always tight, so Raya and Sakina took on the burdens of their family together, scraping together an income in whatever ways they could. Needless to say, they were forced to grow up fast.

As the family moved aimlessly around Upper Egypt, the girls found work selling roasted vegetables or waitressing in cafés. Eventually, Sakina turned to prostitution, sleeping with clients in exchange for food. When their self-absorbed mother occasionally deigned to contribute to the family’s income, she’d pull off a robbery or two. Raya and Sakina would often join her.

This transient life spooled on for them until Sakina grew tired of living hand-to-mouth. First she got married, then she got divorced, then she took a lover and ran away with him. They landed in the city of Tanta, broke up, and Sakina began working as a prostitute again. By 1913, she was in the hospital being treated for venereal disease, where she met her second husband, Aḥmad Rageb. When she recovered, the two of them ran off to Alexandria.

Soon enough the entire globe was rocked by World War I, and Rageb left to join the Labor Corps. He returned home a couple of times, but his visits were never pleasant: on the first, he found his wife working as a prostitute; on the second, he discovered that she’d moved in with another man and wanted a divorce. Rageb gave in. By 1916, Sakina was married a third time to a man named Muhammad ‘Abd al-’Āl who worked at a number of cotton factories.

Clearly Sakina was a bold one, unafraid of social and marital repercussions. (Rageb could have taken legal action against her for adultery, but he didn’t—maybe because he was just too mild-mannered, maybe because he was afraid of her.) She was always willing to talk openly about her sex life, and this fact, coupled with her long history of divorces, affairs, and remarriages—not to mention her various stints as a prostitute—would later contribute to the general idea that she was way too sexual for her own good. Libidinous, if you will. Concupiscent. She also picked up a nasty alcoholism habit at some point, which only contributed to her image as, well, totally out of control. The owner of her favorite bar noted that she could drink ten to fifteen glasses of wine in one hour without passing out.

While Sakina moved around in the world, Raya stayed home. She too got married, and when her husband died, she married his brother Hasab Allah—a not uncommon practice in those days. Hasab Allah wasn’t such a catch. He had a reputation for thievery and hashish smuggling, and he’d already been banished from at least one city. But Raya was familiar with the life of petty crime, and the two stayed together and had a daughter. Sakina’s city- and husband-hopping were apparently not for her older sister, as it wasn’t until 1916 that Raya and Hasab Allah decided to join Sakina in Alexandria. He would work at the port as a day laborer. She would find her own sort of employment—as she always did.

Alexandria, the Pearl of the Mediterranean, was chaotic and cosmopolitan and cerebral, forever haunted by the ghost of its famous burned library. But for Raya and Sakina, its beaches, parks, hotels, and museums may as well have been in another city altogether. People like them, who hailed from Upper Egypt (the Ṣa’īd, in Arabic), were known as Ṣa’īdīs, and Ṣa’īdīs were at a distinct disadvantage in the city: they tended to make less money than Alexandrian natives, they had trouble assimilating completely due to their darker skin and distinct accents, and they were accused of all sorts of moral failings, viciously stereotyped as “feeble-minded, lustful, hot-tempered, and vengeful.”

But if Raya and Sakina were easily placed as outsiders, at least they weren’t alone. Alexandria was a land of opportunity for thousands just like them: almost one-third of its population originated from somewhere else. The city was “porous,” writes scholar Nefertiti Takla; there were boundaries, yes, but one could move through them. The railway station brought in workers from all over Egypt, while European sailors poured in through the port. And from the port, a main street ran like an artery straight into the dense heart of al-Labbān, where outsiders and locals alike could find all the debauchery their hearts desired.

Gold Bracelets

The sisters settled in al-Labbān, took a long hard look at the social and economic climate, and decided that the best thing to do would be to open a brothel. After all, World War I was still raging, there was a military camp full of occupying British soldiers nearby, and those soldiers wanted a few things badly: booze, drugs, and girls. The sisters’ most successful brothel was located next to said camp, and it was known as—wait for it—the Camp. Money poured in from the lusty, eager soldiers. The sisters thrived. Raya would say later that during the war, she always had money in her pocket. Sakina made extra cash by selling gold on the black market and attempting to open a café. At one point, she even hawked rotten horse meat to unsuspecting home cooks, for which she did a short stint in prison. 

Like many a good lady killer before them, the sisters had hustle. They saw a demand; they created supply. Business boomed during their first three years together in Alexandria, and it was all thanks to them, since both of their husbands were off working as manual laborers for the British army.

We don’t know much about the characters of these husbands, but consider this: during the war, one of their jobs was to carry dead soldiers off of the battlefield, picking their way through the carnage and the screams and the blood. When they returned to their wives, surely they brought some of that trauma back with them. Raya certainly preferred the years when her husband was away, though she framed it in financial terms: when he returned, she no longer had money in her pocket, because he took it from her.

The Camp, though popular, was technically a covert operation. Though prostitution had been regulated in Egypt since 1882, running a legal brothel was a bit of a headache. It required paperwork, taxes, and weekly medical exams for the workers. Plus, it meant you had to openly admit you were running a brothel, which meant you were more or less giving up on any chance of joining bourgeoisie society. Because of this, most owners and sex workers preferred to work underground. By keeping their business secret, the sisters were able to fill the brothel with sex workers of a slightly higher class, who prostituted themselves covertly because it let them appear respectable in public. These women were basically contractors: when they used the rooms owned by the sisters, they’d pay Raya and Sakina half of what the clients gave them.

Although we often think of prostitution as coercive, being a sex worker was a well-paid gig at the time—one of the best-paying jobs a woman could get, actually—and even lower-middle-class women dabbled in it. The occupation’s profitability was advertised by the large amount of gold that sex workers wore in public. As they made more and more money, workers would invest in thicker and thicker bracelets, ostensibly guarding their money by keeping it close to their bodies, but also showcasing the very value of said bodies. If you were a john, you wanted to sleep with a girl who had so many bracelets that she jangled.

The world may have rejoiced when World War I ended in late 1918, but the sisters did not. Fewer British troops meant fewer clients, and fewer clients meant that their prostitutes started looking for better-paying gigs. The husbands returned and took over the running of the business, which was probably frustrating for the sisters, who had thrived on controlling the means of production in their own clandestine way. Then the police shut down the Camp, and so the sisters teamed up with their landlord, Amīna bint Mansūr: she ran a hashish café on the first floor of a building while Raya and Sakina plied their trade on the second, luring the café’s customers upstairs. When this, too, was eventually shut down by police, the sisters moved their business to their own homes, which created spatial difficulties. Surely people were starting to get annoyed at each other after long weeks of scheduling the use of the rooms and stepping on various toes.

During the war, the sisters’ workers were often able to pay for their own gold jewelry, because business was going so well. After the war, though, money was tighter for everyone, and so the sisters started buying jewelry for their workers. The girls were now in their debt, and Raya and Sakina began to treat them less like contractors and more like servants, occasionally forcing them to perform manual labor along with sex work. Worse, the sisters and their landlord would sometimes sell their girls to other brothels—wrenching them away from families and lovers—in order to make a little extra cash.

Needless to say, the environment in the brothel was growing increasingly hostile, and this wasn’t helped by the presence of a number of neighborhood toughs, known as fitiwwa, who were more or less a cross between mobster and Robin Hood. They would protect residents and settle disputes—Raya and Sakina used them to guard their clients and keep their neighbors quiet, ensuring that no one called the police on the brothel—but the fitiwwa would also abuse the neighborhood’s most vulnerable members. These men were known to rape the girls, and they weren’t afraid to hurt Raya if she disagreed with them. For Raya, who’d gotten a taste of independence during the war, this new male-dominated business model may have been highly offensive, even unbearable.

In short, everything was changing, everyone was on edge. Alexandria itself was rocked by the revolution of 1919, and laborers from street cleaners to postal workers went on strike, temporarily paralyzing the entire country’s economy. The old underground order of World War I—the brothels near the camp, the black market for rotting horse meat, the absent husbands—was being replaced by a new order, and bringing along all the inevitable friction that results from a changing of the guard. But whatever their personal disappointment with this new order, Raya and Sakina were scrappy, and they recognized a shifting economic climate as well as anyone. They needed a new plan.

Seventeen Dead Girls

Toward the end of 1920, the police began receiving complaints about a terrible smell emanating from Raya’s home. Neighbors had always thought it was a little unusual that Raya was constantly wreathing her home in such heavy clouds of incense, but she quickly explained to them that since her customers drank and smoked in her house, she used incense to mask the scent of their revelry. At first the neighbors believed her. But eventually they smelled something not even incense could disguise—a cloying, heavy, rotten odor.

Seemingly unrelated was the fact that in early November, a house on nearby Makoris Street needed a new water and sewage system, and so the family that owned the house asked their nephew Ahmad to start construction. Ahmad had terrible vision, but he began the job gamely, digging beneath the floor of one of the rooms. Before long, his shovel hit something hard, and a disgusting smell seeped into the air. Since Ahmad’s eyesight was so bad, he reached over to pluck the offending object from the dirt—and realized to his horror that he was holding a human arm.

The police tore over. (Well, knowing what we now know about these police, perhaps “ambled” is a better verb.) Ahmad informed them that the last person to live in the room was a woman named Sakina, who had been evicted about a month earlier. Meanwhile, other police officers were investigating the stench coming from Raya’s home, and when they found the source of the smell—multiple corpses buried under Raya’s floorboards—the sisters were suddenly people of interest.

This wasn’t the first time Raya and Sakina had been hauled off to the police station for questioning. Over the past year, there had been numerous cases of missing women who were reportedly last seen with the sisters, but every time Raya and Sakina were brought into the station, they managed to convince the police that they had nothing to do with the case. Sakina had always been especially persuasive, and now, being interrogated about the body beneath her old apartment floor, she maintained her innocence. However, when the police informed Raya that corpses had been found in her room, too, the older sister broke down, and the two were arrested.

All in all, seventeen female corpses were linked to the sisters, including corpses found in the room of their former landlady. Newspapers even published photos of the bodies, which leer from the dirt, nearly mummified but still visibly human. In some of the pictures, you can make out hair. Again, journalists bemoaned the lack of police attention: “Where was the police when these crimes were committed? Some of these bodies have turned into skeletons, showing that the victims were murdered a long time ago.” The decomposed state of the corpses was a slap in the face to people who believed the police had been looking out for them. If these women had been dead long enough for their bodies to turn into this, wasn’t that visible evidence that the authorities didn’t care who lived and who died in the streets of al-Labbān?

Suffocation

Two years earlier, one of the girls who worked for the sisters showed up wearing a new set of gold bracelets. The girl may not have noticed Raya staring at her jewelry, but Raya certainly noticed the gold—and grew paranoid, certain that this particular prostitute was keeping more than her fair share of the profits. A month later, the girl was dead.

Today, the sisters’ crimes are retold as crimes done in pursuit of gold and gold alone. Raya and Sakina are remembered for the creepy way they haunted nearby marketplaces, looking for women who jangled with costly jewelry, luring them back to their apartments, and plying them with drugged wine before killing them and stripping their bodies of every gemstone, every anklet, every delicate filigree.

The truth was, not all the victims were killed for gold, and plenty of them weren’t strangers, either. Many, if not most, were slain because they had crossed Raya, who may have been the decision maker of the group—the one who determined who to kill, and when. Raya was frequently plagued by suspicion, convinced she was being cheated left and right. For example, one of the squad’s few nonprostitute victims was a woman named Zannūba, a poultry saleswoman and friend of the sisters, who stopped by Raya’s house to collect a debt and was killed that same day. Raya was also merciless to sex workers who broke their agreements with her; at least twice, when one of her contractors disappeared for a while without properly excusing herself, she was murdered immediately upon her return.

When they were ready to claim a life, the sisters would offer the unfortunate victim a glass of wine laced with drugs. As their prey grew dizzy and disoriented, the sisters and their husbands (and/or the fitiwwa) would go to work. They allegedly developed an efficient four-person killing system that took place with minimal noise and very little blood: someone crammed a wet cloth into the victim’s mouth; two others pinned her hands and feet; the fourth strangled her to death. (Who, exactly, was in the room when the murders happened? Though many within the sisters’ circles were interrogated, including their former landlady and numerous fitiwwa, eventually the court determined that the squad consisted of six people: the sisters, their husbands, and two fitiwwa named ‘Urābī Hassan and ‘Abd al-Rāziq Yūsuf.)

The autopsies of the victims support this narrative, more or less. The pathologist determined that the victims were (a) all female, (b) between twenty and fifty years old, and (c) had all died of asphyxiation. He found no evidence of cutting or beating or bludgeoning, and guessed the women had all been plied with alcohol before being suffocated. The testimony of Raya’s daughter also supported this; the girl claimed she’d seen her father, Hasab Allah, spike glasses of alcohol with white powder before giving them to the victims, who would clutch their stomachs in agony before finally passing out. Even Hasab Allah himself eventually admitted that this was true.

But Hasab Allah and the other accused men quickly faded into the background as a shocked, horrified nation zeroed in on Raya and Sakina, the deadliest sisters they had ever seen. In the eyes of middle-class Egypt, these sisters were so much more than criminals: they were a glaring symbol of everything that was wrong with a society where women walked, unveiled, through the streets.

“Their Evil Was Transported Everywhere”

It wasn’t long before the entire country had heard about Raya and Sakina. Until that point, the Egyptian press almost never focused on crimes committed by and within the lower class, but editors recognized just how titillating this story could be, and they pulled out all the stops reporting it. Murderous sisters who dealt in sex and violence? The headlines wrote themselves.

Even Egyptians who couldn’t read knew about Raya and Sakina, not just because newspaper articles were often read aloud at coffee shops, but because the papers printed the sisters’ mug shots—quite possibly the first time the Egyptian press had ever published photos of criminals. “Newspaper boys on every street cry out ‘Raya and Sakina, Raya and Sakina for a piaster,’” ran the Cairo weekly al-Haqā’iq. “And thus their evil was transported everywhere, to the houses and to the kids in the schools and to the factory workers and in every neighborhood they took notice of this crime. And the hearts in people’s chests sensed it and its echo has reached even the dead in their tomb.”

The fact that this case was scandalous, horrifying, and thus extremely exciting wasn’t the only reason it spread. The arrests of Raya and Sakina—and the realization that their victims were also women, many of whom were prostitutes—tapped into existing anxiety about the erosion of Egypt’s moral values, especially when it came to the changing role of women. See, by 1920, women were starting to patronize traditionally male spaces like markets, bars, and coffeehouses—and the fact that they were now getting murdered seemed, to some people, to be exactly what they deserved. The press blamed the victims for their own deaths, saying that if they hadn’t been walking about so shamelessly and/or working as prostitutes, they never would have encountered the deadly sisters. “What is the force that compelled these women to enter these whorehouses and bring about their own destruction at the hands of the murderers?” ran one editorial. “The answer is easily comprehensible . . . it is the loss of decency on the part of men and women.” Another editorial insisted on the moral failings of the victims: “Raya . . . found those with weak souls.”

“Loss of decency” is an awfully weak hook on which to hang serial murder. The fact was that these victims were moving about in a newly “porous” society where women had to work to survive, prostitution was often the most lucrative offer on the table, and the police weren’t paying very much attention. It was partially this attempt to stay flexible in an unstable society that led to their downfall. Raya and Sakina themselves had marinated in a similar cultural broth for a long time: trained in petty crime from childhood onward, they learned how to slip under the radar of the police and were forced to make alliances with very abusive, very dangerous men in order to live. This was the world they knew, and it led them to crimes so dreadful they were said to have “blackened the forehead of the twentieth century.”

Given this anxiety about the dark potential of women’s increasing liberation, the media focused less on the sisters’ actual roles as murderers and more on their vice-ridden behavior, reasoning that their “greed and pursuit of pleasure were uniquely female traits that had grown out of control in the absence of male supervision.” The courtroom was shocked by Raya’s constant cursing and Sakina’s brash descriptions of her sex life, and there was a pervasive fear that, if released, Raya and Sakina would somehow manage to pervert other women. The specter of the sisters as hugely corrupting forces even spread its tentacles overseas. Papers in Arkansas and Wisconsin reported that some of the victims had been tourists who were “lured in on sightseeing trips,” implying that the sisters had managed to reach across the Atlantic and prey on innocent Americans. It was as if being murdered was contagious—something girls could catch from their peers, like a cold, or the desire to wear a miniskirt.

When they weren’t being portrayed as “uniquely female” deviants, the press compared the sisters to animals: vipers, tigers, snakes, and wolves. The paper al-Rashid published an illustration of Raya as a beast with claws, towering over a trembling girl and hissing, “There is no escape for you from my talons.” One editorial screamed, “Raya, you are not human . . . you are a beast in the desert, a fox that embraces deception, a treacherous wolf.”

This rhetoric was surprisingly effective. At one point, a rumor spread around Alexandria that Raya and Sakina were being displayed at the zoo. People dashed over to catch a glimpse of the infamous duo, but found only animals in the cages.

“Women’s Crimes Generally Demand an Element of Mercy”

The criminals went on trial in May 1921. People crowded around the Alexandria courthouse for a glimpse of the ticketed event, and the newspaper al-Ahram published the full trial transcripts every day to a captive readership. Police monitored the crowds in fear of a riot, but the audience was of one mind that week. “There is not one person asking for a drop of mercy for Raya and Sakina and the rest of the individuals in the gang,” ran the paper al-Muqattam.

There was, however, some controversy over the appropriate punishment for the sisters’ crimes. No woman had ever been given a death sentence, but the prosecutor, Suleiman Bek Ezzat, was willing to fight for it. He sketched out a brief history of female criminals to demonstrate that Raya and Sakina were different: “Firstly, women’s crimes generally demand an element of mercy and compassion, such as crimes in which women are driven to kill their husbands’ second wives or in which they poison someone who has brought them harm. Secondly, the death penalty [used to be] executed publicly.” That is, the awful sight of a woman being executed publicly was reason enough to avoid it. Nobody felt Raya and Sakina had earned the right to mercy or compassion—opportunism was a much less sympathetic motive than jealousy or self-defense—and death sentences were no longer performed outside the prison, so Ezzat argued that any social hesitation to execute a woman was no longer relevant.

The trial was spotted with vague statements, inconsistencies, and sketchy behavior. During Sakina’s testimony, she wolfed down a large meal that had been set in front of her, implying that perhaps she’d been starved in jail as a means of extracting a confession. The two fitiwwa declared outright that they were starved and verbally abused. The criminals’ statements were all over the place: Raya and Sakina insisted they hadn’t been present at the times of the murders; the fitiwwa expressed their innocence; Raya and Sakina pointed at the fitiwwa; their husbands declared that the fitiwwa hadn’t done a thing. The defense had little to go on, and mostly just tried to shift the blame around from defendant to defendant—not Raya, but Sakina; not Sakina, but Hasab Allah; and so on and so forth.

Witnesses came forward to give chilling testimonies. One neighbor said she’d seen the husbands deliver Zannūba, the unfortunate poultry saleswoman, to Sakina’s house. For hours, the neighbor overheard the group drinking and carousing, but at dawn she was stopped cold by a terrible scream. “When I asked Sakina about it in the morning she said it was nothing,” said the neighbor. Another witness explained that Zannūba “knew too much about their activities . . . they killed her to silence her once and for all.”

Though the judges ultimately decided that Raya and Sakina were accomplices, not perpetrators, it didn’t lessen their sentences. Supposedly Ezzat overheard Sakina saying that she planned to be released in fifteen to twenty years, at which time she’d start working as a prostitute again. Upon relaying this information to the court, Ezzat demanded that the judge “sever these two corrupt members from the nation.”

The court did just that. When the magistrate handed down six death sentences for Raya, Sakina, their husbands, and the fitiwwa, fifteen minutes of sheer pandemonium broke out in the courtroom. A new precedent had been established: women without mercy would receive no mercy.

Things Even Men Can’t Do

The guards brought Sakina out of her cell on the morning of December 21, 1921. Her hands were shackled.

“Toughen up,” said one of the guards. “Be strong.”

Upon hearing this, Sakina turned on him. “I am a strong woman,” she snarled. “If I can take on a hundred, I can take on a thousand.”

Say what you will about Sakina, but she certainly knew herself. “Be strong”? What was Sakina if not strong? She worked horrible jobs as a child. She moved away from home years before her sister could work up the courage to do so. She demanded a divorce. She sold rotting horse meat in order to survive. She held her tongue at the police station while her older sister cracked and confessed everything.

Something in Sakina must have been loosened after hearing the guard lecture her, because she spoke again and again during her final moments. “I murdered,” she cried when her death sentence was read aloud. “I murdered, but it’s okay because I fooled the government of al-Labbān.” (In another account, she says, “I fooled the police.”) As she was being handed off to the executioner, she thundered, “This is the place where strong people stand. I’m a strong woman, and I’ve done things that even men can’t do.”

It’s an epic final monologue on her part, full of fire and defiance, and when her words were published in the papers, Sakina—the slut, the alcoholic, the corrupter of respectable women—suddenly looked like an antiestablishment hero. After all, fooling the absentee police was exactly what she’d done; she’d been dragged into the station for questioning numerous times, and every time she convinced the police to let her go. She may have even gotten away with it one last time if it weren’t for her sister. Now, the media was giving Sakina grudging glances of admiration. The paper al-Ahrām lauded her as “one of the craziest and most courageous people to stand at the scaffold.”

After the sisters were hanged, they entered into public mythology almost immediately. Six months after their death, a traveling troupe of actors debuted a play about the sisters, declaring that one of its core themes was the “rage of women.” More art followed: commentary from famous contemporary writers, books, films, a 2005 TV show. The 1953 film Raya and Sakina portrays a battle between the heroic police and the evil sisters, who—in the film—are captured right before they kill again. This was nothing like the real case, which shed a harsh and unflattering light on Alexandria’s police force. “Where were the police? How could this happen in the twentieth century?” mourned one journalist—continuing the mournful refrain that had played alongside the case from start to finish.

(It happened again in the twentieth century, actually, a mere twelve years after Raya and Sakina swung from the gallows. In 1933, another pair of killer sisters rose out of the lower classes in France. The two Papins also had a rough childhood and an abusive mother. When they brutally claimed two victims from the middle class, they too turned into bizarre symbols of a revolution against the bourgeoisie. Alas, poor journalist—the twentieth century was only going to get worse.)

Today, separated from Raya and Sakina by a century of violence, it’s tempting to pore over their mug shots and look for glimmers of their personalities, their innermost thoughts, or even their merciless hearts. After their death, the poet and literary critic Abbās Mahmūd al-Aqqād warned observers against this tendency. There was nothing intrinsically barbaric in the faces of Raya and Sakina, he said, nothing that screamed “murderer.” If you saw evil in their faces, it was merely a projection.

But even the poet himself fell victim to the fallacy he was trying to warn the public against, admitting that there was a degree of “insensitivity” apparent in their faces, though “insensitivity, by its very nature, does not catch the eye.” See? It’s impossible not to look, and we see what we seek there. In the photos, the sisters stare back at us forever: upset, afraid, defiant.

The sisters’ faces—and everything we project onto those faces—still terrify people today. Their very names have fallen out of favor with young Egyptian parents. Raya, Sakina: these are now the phonetics of evil. Tourists trudge around al-Labbān to gape at a house that may or may not have belonged to them. And so their myth lives on, clinging to the streets where they used to hustle, hovering behind people’s shoulders, and beckoning to the respectable women who head outside, who can’t help peering into the shadows. Even in death, the sisters wield power. Now and then a mother, irritated at her young daughter, will tell the girl that if she doesn’t start to behave, Raya and Sakina will find her.
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THE WRETCHED WOMAN

Mary Ann Cotton

Some say Jack the Ripper was England’s first serial killer, but that’s only because the others have been forgotten.

About forty years before Jack came along, England suffered through a terrible spate of murderers. This crew, however, lacked the Ripper’s slick, gory charisma—slaying prostitutes and then mocking the police by mailing them a kidney or two—and so they never achieved his level of immortalization. They were poor, migratory, and desperate. They did it for the life insurance, or to have one less mouth to feed. They got caught. They were women.

When nineteenth-century England experienced a decade known as the Hungry ’40s, a brief national spotlight fell upon female criminality. The silk, cotton, and wool industries had declined in 1839, leading to widespread economic depression, and a handful of reckless ladies began to kill as a means of harsh survival. At least nine were convicted of serial murder. There was Sarah Dazely, the “female Bluebeard” who killed multiple husbands. There was Mary Milner, who poisoned her in-laws. Even as the economy creakily improved, women continued to murder, like Catherine Wilson, a nurse who dosed her patients with sulfuric acid instead of medicine. And by the time the 1860s rolled around, the deadly sisterhood was joined by a pretty young woman named Mary Ann Cotton who couldn’t bear to have anyone standing in her way.

The fact that it had happened before didn’t make it any less shocking. Besides, this girl was worse.

Fine Dark Eyes

Mary Ann Cotton, née Robson, was born in 1832 to poor teenage parents who moved frequently so that her father, a miner, could find work. She was an exceptionally pretty kid, and almost a century later, an old neighbor still remembered her “fine dark eyes.” Although her father fell down a mining shaft to his death when she was nine, and her little sister died young, Mary Ann would later characterize her early childhood as “days of joy.” They were free of the obligations that would haunt her for the rest of her life: marriage, motherhood, and money.

The days of joy ended for Mary Ann after her father died, when she had to help support the family. She was a hard, skilled worker; as a teenager, she took jobs as a Sunday school teacher, a dressmaker, and a maid for a wealthy family. This last gig gave Mary Ann a glimpse into the luxuries that money could buy, and it changed her forever. She was never rich as an adult, but she always splurged on cleaning women. In a world characterized by crushing poverty, unsanitary conditions, and rampant sickness, she took great comfort in the knowledge that every so often, a maid would stop by the house, get down on her knees, and scrub the floor.

When Mary Ann was nineteen, she married a man named William Mowbray. The ceremony took place twenty miles from her home, possibly because Mary Ann was already pregnant and wanted to avoid a scandal. No family or friends were present. This would be the first of many times Mary Ann stood at the altar pregnant and, except for her lover, entirely alone.

Marriage seemed like a way out of poverty, but marriage to William Mowbray turned out to be just another form of destitution. Mowbray took his teenage bride to a shantytown in the southwest of England, where Mary Ann gave birth to four or five children, all of whom died without being registered. (At the end of her life, she couldn’t remember the exact number of babies she’d had during this time.) When the Mowbrays finally moved back to the north, it was with one living daughter, Margaret Jane, who died soon after the move from “scarletina anginosa and exhaustion.”

It’s not hard to imagine the psychological toll that the rough landscape, the seemingly inescapable poverty, and the infant deaths took on Mary Ann. Her first foray into motherhood had ended almost as soon as it begun—she had taken a lover and ended up with five or six tiny graves. Perhaps this gave her the feeling that her children were disposable: ill suited to the world and barely worth remembering.

The couple continued to move so that Mowbray could work one rough, poorly paid job after another. He eventually found a position on a steamer ship, so the two of them settled in a town near the coast, where they had three more children: Isabella, a second Margaret Jane, and baby John Robert, who died one year later of “diarrhoea.” The reuse of the baby names implies a certain dispensability of the babies themselves. The first Margaret Jane died in 1860; the second was born in 1861. It was an odd rebirth.

Mowbray was away at sea for months at a time now, and soon enough Mary Ann took up with a red-haired miner named Joseph Nattrass who lived in a neighboring town. Nattrass may have been the love of her twisted life, or just the closest thing to luxury she could find in that little town. Either way, she fell hard for him, and they would stay in touch for years. His arrival also coincided with a curious change in her personality. Before Nattrass, Mary Ann had followed her husband from shantytown to shantytown; after him, she began to take matters into her own hands.

How, exactly, did Mary Ann change from someone who watched those around her die to someone who caused those around her to die? Perhaps her venture into murder was a way to move closer to Nattrass by shucking off her previous identity as someone else’s wife. Or maybe she couldn’t take Mowbray’s long ocean absences anymore and eventually snapped under the pressure of single motherhood. Maybe she just truly hated those around her, and one day she simply thought to herself: enough.

Whatever spurred the sea change in her, it stuck. Mary Ann quickly learned what arsenic could do to the human body, and how easily it dissolved into hot tea.

Fevers

Mowbray died in 1865—maybe innocently, maybe not. His cause of death was listed as “typhus fever and diarrhea,” which doesn’t quite fit the symptoms of arsenic poisoning unless the doctor who filled out the death certificate confused “typhus” with “typhoid.” Typhoid fever did in fact look a lot like arsenic poisoning, and doctors of the time often used the terms “typhus” and “typhoid” interchangeably. Regardless, his death was exceptionally convenient for Mary Ann. She collected a large sum of insurance money, scooped up her two young daughters, and moved to the town where Nattrass lived. Before long, the second Margaret Jane was dead of “typhus fever,” just like her father, and Mary Ann shipped Isabella off to live with her grandmother. Isabella would live to be nine—the oldest of Mary Ann’s murdered children.

But just as Mary Ann found herself child-free and living in the same town as her red-haired crush, she discovered a truth far more unpleasant to her than death: Nattrass was already married. This put a wrench in her plans, but Mary Ann approached it in her usual prosaic fashion. Instead of pursuing Nattrass further, she immediately moved back to her former town and took up nursing. She turned out to be a wonderful nurse, with a knack for making her male patients feel extraordinarily comfortable.

One of her patients was a “well proportioned and muscular” man named George Ward, and he was totally smitten by the arrival of this pretty new worker. One minute he was groaning in his sickbed, and the next he was being nursed to health by an angel. He proposed almost immediately. Again, no one from Mary Ann’s family attended the service, which was quick and kind of depressing. The “witness” on the marriage certificate was the groom from the wedding right before theirs.

During her brief marriage to Ward, Mary Ann never got pregnant. This was unusual for her, and some biographers wonder if it meant Ward was disappointing in bed. This sort of speculation is often flung at female serial killers, implying that their dark need to kill is linked to a ravenous sexual appetite and that one can be exchanged for the other (i.e., when Mary Ann didn’t get her kicks from Ward in the bedroom, she got her kicks from poisoning him). But Ward was certainly disappointing in some way or another, because he died after a mere fifteen months of marriage, suffering from the classic symptoms of arsenic poisoning: diarrhea, stomach pains, and a tingling in his hands and feet.

With her second husband out of the way and the majority of her children dead, Mary Ann continued this new, fatal hustle. She moved again and applied to work as the housekeeper for a wealthy father of five. His name was James Robinson, his young wife had recently died, and he was everything Mary Ann was looking for in a man. She moved into the Robinson home before the Christmas of 1866, and a week after her arrival, the youngest Robinson child was dead, with only twenty-four hours between the first sign of sickness and the fatal convulsion. Mary Ann already had her eye on Robinson, and now she was clearing the playing field of all other distractions.

The death of his child didn’t dampen James Robinson’s passions, though, and Mary Ann was pregnant by early March. But then her mother got sick, and Mary Ann was called away to nurse her. Perhaps she resented the interruption, because nine days later—despite Mary Ann’s supposed skill as a nurse—her mother lay six feet underground. The neighbors were suspicious. Mary Ann had not only loudly predicted the death of her mother a few days before her passing, but had then proceeded to rummage through her dead mother’s possessions in a way that the neighbors found tactless and overeager. Still, Mary Ann ignored their whispering, grabbed her daughter, Isabella, and ran back to Robinson.

April 1867 was a bad month for the Robinson household. Within the span of ten days, three of the children were rolling about in bed, foaming at the mouth, and vomiting compulsively. Nine-year-old Isabella, the last Mowbray, died of “gastric fever”; six-year-old James Robinson died of “continued fever”; his eight-year-old sister, Elizabeth, died of “gastric fever.” All of these “natural causes” were easy cover-ups for arsenic poisoning. The fact that the deaths came in such quick succession shows us how heavy-handed Mary Ann could be with the poison and how impatient she was with the requirements of quasi step-motherhood—but it also shows us just how frequently children died back in those days. Even this triple death didn’t make anyone particularly suspicious. Life limped on.

James Robinson married his children’s murderer in another solitary ceremony sometime during August 1867. Their first daughter was born that November, and she was dead of “convulsions” within months. (Mary Ann used pregnancy as a way to secure marriage, but she wasn’t especially interested in raising the children.) Robinson was solidly in denial by this point. Later, he would admit that “at the time, he would not let his mind dwell on some thoughts: that he dare not.”

By 1869, Robinson and Mary Ann had another child together, baby George—and they were also beginning to argue fiercely about money. Robinson was learning that Mary Ann made a habit of minor financial deceptions: she ran up little debts, she kept money she claimed to have spent, and she enlisted his last surviving son to pawn clothes for her. They fought about the latter incident furiously, and Mary Ann grew so upset that she ran away, taking baby George with her. While she was gone, Robinson boarded up the house and moved in with his sister. Later, in a plaintive letter, Mary Ann would spin this action as betrayal on his part: “I left the house fore a few days I did not wish to part from him . . . When I returned ther wos no home for me.”

After a few months away, Mary Ann sashayed back into town with baby George and dropped him off at a friend’s house in order to “mail a letter.” She never returned for the child. Eventually, George was reunited with his father. Mary Ann must have realized she was never going to get back together with Robinson—who certainly should have suspected by this point that he was married to an insatiable killer—and so she was freeing her hands for her next project.

“It Is No Fever I Have”

Now, at thirty-seven, Mary Ann worked and wandered. She was free of husband and children for the third time in her life, and rumor has it she moved in with a lusty sailor and then stole all his wealth when he was away at sea. But it wasn’t long before she jumped back into the domestic fray. The home was, after all, her battleground, her wrestling mat—the place where she did her best and bloodiest work. She was the dark underbelly of the Victorian era’s feminine ideal: the idea that nothing was sweeter, nothing was purer, than a good woman at home.

Mary Ann began to correspond with an acquaintance from her younger days—a wealthy spinster named Margaret Cotton. Margaret had a brother, Frederick Cotton, who was a widower with two sons and, like Robinson before him, desperately needed a housekeeper. Poor Margaret probably thought she was doing her brother a favor by sending over the qualified and charming Mary Ann, but she had no idea what horrors Mary Ann was about to bring down on the entire Cotton family.

Mary Ann became Frederick Cotton’s housekeeper at the beginning of 1870, and four weeks later, his loving sister Margaret was dead. Margaret’s money went straight to her brother and her brother went straight to Mary Ann, who was soon pregnant. She married Cotton in the fall, despite the fact that she was still technically married to her previous husband. Later, this would be the only crime she’d confess to: bigamy. A few weeks after the wedding, she took out life insurance on his sons.

In 1871, the new fivesome moved to West Auckland: Mary Ann, Frederick Cotton, his sons Frederick Jr. and Charles Edward, and the new baby, Robert Robson. In West Auckland, Cotton found work as a hewer at a coal mine, but the move also profited Mary Ann—because, conveniently enough, they moved onto the same street as a certain redheaded miner from her past. Joseph Nattrass was no longer married, and Mary Ann had no compunctions about getting rid of her latest husband. She’d buried men before.

Mary Ann had always been a quick killer, relying on the realities of poor hygiene, the misdiagnoses of doctors, and the high rate of infant mortality in Britain’s tiny towns to explain the fact that death followed her wherever she went. But now she was getting even more reckless. She no longer had time to stay married for a few years or to let her children celebrate one last birthday before she snuffed them out. Frederick Cotton died quickly, and just as quickly Nattrass moved in with her and the children as a “lodger.”

Now, Mary Ann surely intended to marry Nattrass when she killed Cotton. Murder and remarriage had been her modus operandi up to this point, and for a while marrying Nattrass must have seemed like the final step to achieving the life she wanted. Nattrass excited her. He represented love and rash adventure, and he may have unknowingly inspired her to become a killer. But Mary Ann wanted more than just love. She craved money, too, and before she could marry Nattrass, she met a new man. He was richer than Nattrass, and at this point in Mary Ann’s life, that was everything.

The new man, a tax collector, went by the name of Quick-Manning. He’d been suffering from smallpox when he met Mary Ann, who was still taking on nursing jobs, and she charmed him the way she charmed all her patients. Meanwhile, the town’s sympathy for Mary Ann was beginning to drain away. They had felt terrible for her when she arrived in town and almost immediately became a widow with three tiny children to care for, but when Nattrass moved in with her, people started growing suspicious. And her seduction of Quick-Manning really put everyone on edge.

Worse, it was pretty obvious to neighbors that Mary Ann was mistreating the Cotton children. The poor kids looked like they were starving. When a neighbor gently brought it to Mary Ann’s attention, she responded that the Cotton kids were “weak-stomached” and didn’t have much of an appetite. The reality was that Mary Ann had always had a low tolerance for children of any sort, whether they were hers or not, and she needed to clear the way to Quick-Manning. So she killed Frederick Cotton Jr. (“gastric fever”), poisoned her baby Robert Robson (“convulsions and teething”), and began to poison Nattrass himself (“typhoid fever”)—all within twenty days of each other. A neighbor girl came by to help nurse the sick children, and noticed that the baby was barely breathing, staring off into space with glazed, unmoving eyes. “He’s dying,” said the girl. “Who shall I fetch?” Mary Ann responded, “Nobody.”

Joseph Nattrass knew his lover was poisoning him, but by that point there was nothing he could do. He was too close to death. Every so often, his body would shake with a paroxysm that caused him to clench his hands, grit his teeth, and draw his legs up, while his eyes rolled back in his head until only the whites were showing. Another neighbor who stopped by to help noticed that there was something unnatural about his illness. “I saw him have fits, he was very twisted up and seemed in great agony,” she reported. “He said, ‘It is no fever I have.’”

As Nattrass convulsed, the tiny corpse of Robert Robson lay stiffly nearby. The baby had died four days earlier, but Mary Ann was waiting for Nattrass to perish so she could bury them at the same time. She wanted to save a little on funeral expenses.

One Last Child

Once all that messy business was over, Mary Ann got pregnant. Quick-Manning was the father, and she was all primed to marry him, but there was just one final problem standing in the way: her stepson, Charles Edward, the last Cotton boy. She resented everything about him, and must have cursed herself for leaving one kid alive for this long. Neighbors noticed how cruelly she treated little Charles: beating his ears, pulling at his hair, and, on Easter, throwing his one tiny treat—an orange—into the fire.

One afternoon, a local grocer and druggist named Thomas Riley stopped by Mary Ann’s house to ask if she could nurse another smallpox patient. As they chatted, Mary Ann kept bringing the conversation back to Charles Edward: how much of a burden he was, how the responsibility weighed on her. Charles Edward cowered in the corner of the room, listening. Mary Ann batted her eyes and asked Riley if he could possibly put the child into the workhouse. Riley said no.

Unfazed, Mary Ann replied, “Perhaps it won’t matter, as I won’t be troubled long. He’ll go like all the rest of the Cotton family.”

Six days later, Riley was walking past Mary Ann’s house and caught sight of her in the doorway, openly distraught. She told him that Charles Edward was dead, and begged him to come inside and look at the body.

Inviting people in to witness her victims had always been one of Mary Ann’s tricks. She was unperturbed by doctors and encouraged them stop by and recommend cures for the “typhoid fever” and “convulsions” her patients always seemed to be suffering. This was one of the ways she avoided detection—playing the bereaved nurse, mother, and wife. By inviting Riley to come inside and witness the corpse, she was placing a bet on herself: that Riley would read the death of the sickly, starving child as natural—inevitable, even—and wouldn’t dream of accusing his weeping stepmother.

But with this death, and her casual remark about the “rest of the Cotton family,” Mary Ann had gone too far. Riley was certain that she’d murdered her tiny stepson. He refused to look at the body, and instead went straight to the police.

An inquest was held, and Charles Edward’s poor little body was laid out on a table. The postmortem was a sloppy one, because the boy’s death was ruled “natural.” Still, the doctor must have had his suspicions, because he was careful to preserve some of Charles Edward’s viscera, which he buried in jars in his own yard.

Mary Ann went on her way, but her days of freedom were numbered. The town gossips and local papers had already picked up on Riley’s suspicions, and people eventually convinced the doctor to investigate Charles Edward’s body again. So the doctor dug up the jars, analyzed their contents using a more systematic technique, and found arsenic in everything. He ran to the police station at midnight, and Mary Ann was arrested the next day.

The Short Drop

Initially, Mary Ann was only accused of the murder of Charles Edward, but soon enough the charges expanded to include the murder of Joseph Nattrass, Frederick Cotton Jr., and the baby Robert Robson. Their bodies were exhumed and tested, and huge amounts of arsenic were found in all three. Police tried to exhume Frederick Cotton Sr., but in a bizarre twist, they couldn’t find his body anywhere, despite digging up several graves in the process.

Mary Ann gave birth to Quick-Manning’s child in prison, and during her trial she would breast-feed the baby in front of the court, refusing to talk. It was a savvy move, working the jury’s sympathies by tapping into Victorian ideals of femininity. (The era’s perfect woman was captivated in all her stifling glory in the 1854 narrative poem “The Angel in the House,” which gushed, “For she’s so simply, subtly sweet/My deepest rapture does her wrong.”) How could this silent, breast-feeding mother be capable of murder? Reporters watched her in the courtroom, noting her “delicate and prepossessing” beauty, which was deliberately obscured in the portraits of her that ran next to their articles.

Her defense latched onto the fact that no arsenic had actually been discovered in her house at the time of Charles Edward’s death. They argued that the boy had been accidentally poisoned by arsenic fumes rising off the green wallpaper in his bedroom and by flakes of the arsenic-and-soft-soap mixture Mary Ann used to clean house. The prosecution brought in a prestigious doctor to discount this theory. There was simply too much poison in the corpses, the doctor said. Joseph Nattrass’s body, for example, contained four times the amount of arsenic necessary to kill a man.

The only time Mary Ann broke down was when the defense gave a melodramatic speech about the implausibility of a mother killing her own child. “A mother nursing [her baby] . . . seeing its pretty smiles, while she knew she had given it arsenic!” they wailed. “Making its limbs writhe as it looked into her face, wanting support and protection!” How could any “simply, subtly sweet” Victorian mother possibly be accused of such horrors? At this point in the proceedings, Mary Ann started to cry. Sympathetic onlookers may have interpreted her crying as agreement with the defense: Yes, exactly, I could never do that to a baby. Really, though, the defense was describing exactly what Mary Ann had done numerous times, to numerous babies. She knew all about the ways that “pretty smiles” could turn into writhing and vomit and foaming at the mouth.

Ultimately, Mary Ann was convicted of “the awful crime of murder” for the death of Charles Edward. “You seem to have given way to that most awful of all delusions,” said the judge, “. . . that you could carry out your wicked designs without detection.” She blanched as she heard her sentence read aloud: death by hanging.

The hangman chosen to execute Mary Ann Cotton was a controversial figure with several botched executions under his belt. He preferred to use a “short drop” from the platform, which occasionally had the unpleasant side effect of not breaking the prisoner’s neck. When this happened, the hangman would have to press down on the shoulders of the dying as they strangled slowly, spinning at the end of the rope.

During her final days, Mary Ann wrote frantic letters to family and friends, asking them to petition for a reprieve. She had no idea what was going on with her trial; at one point, she wrote that the lawyer for the prosecution would be “thare to defende mee.” She continued to insist she was innocent, and her letters took on a martyred, incredulous tone as she complained about the “lyies that has been told A Bout me.” She also begged her one surviving husband, James Robinson, to visit her and to bring baby George. Naturally, he refused.

She did make one final maternal gesture, though, when she arranged for her last child to be adopted. But even this was tinged with malice. Apparently, days earlier, she had been caught “rubbing its gums with soap,” thinking that if her baby grew ill, “her life might be spared until its recovery.”

Mary Ann had been a mother, now, for exactly half of her life. Whether she liked it or not, her existence up to this point had been largely defined by being secretly pregnant, or publicly pregnant, or recently pregnant, or pregnant with another man’s child. Seduction and, by extension, pregnancy, had been one of her most faithful weapons (the other was a nefarious white powder available at any pharmacy). Mary Ann used her fertility to control the rise and fall of her life. Giving away this last baby was a powerful sign that everything—the seduction, the marriage, the birthing, the poisoning—was very much over.

Was Mary Ann a sociopath, addicted to the rush of killing the innocent? Was she a capitalist, climbing the social ladder of husbands in a desperate attempt to gain some autonomy? She was clearly striving for something, but it’s unclear what she wanted most. Money? Freedom? Other people’s pain? She saw marriage and motherhood as a form of imprisonment—one that she desperately wanted to break free from—but also as a form of salvation, and so her methods were cyclical to the point of madness. She killed one husband only to marry the next; she poisoned one child and soon became pregnant with another. What did she think would happen with that next husband, that next baby? Was she expecting something to kick in deep inside her: a final sense of satisfaction, comfort, maternal instinct, love? No matter how many horrors she inflicted on other people, nothing ever really changed for her. And so she never escaped her hall of mirrors, forced to relive her own sordid history time after time.

Frightfully Wicked

Mary Ann walked the four minutes from her cell to the scaffold on March 24, 1873. She was forty years old, wearing a black-and-white-checked shawl that disguised the fact that her arms were bound to her sides with a belt. Those types of shawls were considered fashionable in surrounding towns, but after Mary Ann was photographed in hers, the trend quickly died off. A crowd of people gathered outside the jail to catch a glimpse of her. The journalists inside wrote that she looked like “a doomed wretch,” sobbing hysterically as she shuffled forward. On the scaffold, she shuddered when the rope went around her neck. Her last words were “Lord, have mercy on my soul”—and then the ground dropped from under her feet.

It took her three minutes to die, and the executioner had to steady her twitching body with his own hands.

“The announcement of her execution may dispel a popular idea, long too prevalent, to the effect that a female assassin, however frightful her wickedness, may generally hope for a reprieve in consideration of her sex,” ran the Burnley Advertiser a few days later. “But the atrocities of Mary Ann Cotton put her beyond the pale of human mercy, for, unless she was fearfully maligned, no more hideous monster ever breathed on earth.” Of course, England had no idea that in fifteen years their most famous serial killer would start disemboweling prostitutes in the poorest areas of London. He would then be the most hideous monster to ever breathe on earth, and would capture the attention of the press in a way that Mary Ann Cotton never did.

About a week after she died, a moralizing play called “The Life and Death of Mary Ann Cotton” opened. For a while, children sang about her on the street: “Mary Ann Cotton, she’s dead and she’s rotten/lying in bed with her eyes wide open.” But soon enough she was forgotten, and the cycle of birth and death went on as before in the little towns of England.
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THE TORMENTOR

Darya Nikolayevna Saltykova

Darya Nikolayevna Saltykova liked the ritual of church: the liturgy, the tithing, the regular pilgrimages. She was, in a way, a creature of habit. Predictable. Ticking through life like a clock. Once a year, for example, she’d head out of town to visit the sacred reliquaries and cathedrals of the Russian Orthodox Church. At home, she maintained an almost meditative torture practice, beating her servants for hours and killing the ones who bothered her most. Even her torture was predictable: she beat the ones who failed to clean her house properly. Tick. Tock.

Some might look at her behavior and see the worst sort of religious hypocrisy: paying lip service to good while worshiping evil. But Darya saw nothing duplicitous about her behavior. She was merely acting out of a message she’d internalized: that she was legitimately better than others, and as such could act as she pleased. Why should she wring her bloody hands and pray for forgiveness? She was the one who chose to forgive—or not. She felt as untouchable as a god.

The Young Widow

Darya’s world was a privileged one. She was a wealthy Russian noblewoman, she was related to statesmen and princes, she had an army of servants at her disposal, and the law was firmly on her side. She could expect to be treated with dignity and given the benefit of the doubt no matter what she did—because even if the law didn’t technically support all of her actions, her fellow Russian nobles certainly would. These aristocrats didn’t like to set precedents they couldn’t take back—like, say, the risky precedent of holding nobles accountable. No. They liked life as it was: safe for them, and dangerous for everyone else.

Darya was born in March 1730, the third of five daughters. She married well: her husband, Gleb Alexandrovich Saltykov, was the captain of the Cavalry Regiment of the Russian Imperial Guard. The Saltykov family was famous and well connected, related to a veritable who’s who of other noble families: Stroganovs, Tolstoys, Tatishchevs, Shakhovskies, Musin-Pushkins, Golitsyns, and Naryshkins. Surely this marriage brought with it a considerable amount of social pressure and even stress for Darya, as she mingled with future statesmen and the grandchildren of ancient tsaritsas. And Darya wasn’t an educated woman. She never learned how to read.

Darya and Saltykov had two sons—Theodore and Nicholas—but their marriage didn’t last long, as Saltykov died in 1756. Darya was suddenly a widow at the age of twenty-five. We can imagine that she felt, at some level, both overwhelmed and abandoned. She had her young boys to take care of, and she was suddenly in charge of two very sizable estates. Her dead husband had owned a mansion in Moscow on Kuznetskaya Street and a summer estate that presided over the village of Troitskoye. Immediately, unexpectedly, both of them were Darya’s.

When she wasn’t running her new estates, Darya was taking her annual pilgrimage to one Orthodox shrine or another. She liked the city of Kiev, famous for its religious architecture, and she sometimes traveled to see the beloved icon Our Lady of Kazan, one of the most sacred relics in the entire country. The gilded portrait featured a pensive close-up of the Virgin Mary with a tiny Christ standing solemnly on her lap.

Perhaps Darya enjoyed the grave, almost foreboding look in their eyes. Maybe she liked the thought of a Christ who never smiled. At the very least, she probably relished being away from home, because as soon as she returned, her responsibilities came closing in on her. Both the Moscow and the Troitskoye estates came with souls. Hundreds of souls. And Darya owned them all.

Souls

Darya lived during a time when a nobleman’s wealth and influence weren’t measured by how much land he owned, or how much money he possessed, but how many serfs worked for him. Serfs were Russian peasants who lived and labored on their proprietors’ land. They owed the proprietor toil, money, or a combination of both, but they weren’t technically slaves because they could hypothetically save up to buy their freedom. You know, the way Sisyphus could hypothetically rig some sort of structure to keep his boulder from rolling back down the hill for all eternity. Serfs had existed in Russia for centuries, but by the mid-1700s, Russia was approaching what you might call peak serfdom. Serf owning had turned into a form of conspicuous consumption, and it was totally out of control. For example, during Catherine the Great’s reign, the richest noblemen prided themselves on their serf orchestras and serf ballets.

But this was an awkward time for Russia to be conspicuously consuming millions of peasants. Catherine the Great was about to take over the throne, and she wanted to show the world that Russia was an enlightened country and that she was a humane and modern ruler. And yet—the serfs! Somehow the issue of serfs’ rights never quite caught up with Catherine’s vision for a shiny new Westernized country. Even in the most liberal circles, the sight of serfs working in the gardens and plowing the fields would have been a constant visual reminder that it was never possible to leave human cruelty entirely behind, no matter how modern your world had become.

These serfs were referred to as “souls,” and a nobleman’s power over his souls was practically unlimited. A few years before Darya’s birth, one imperial decree noted that nobles were under no obligation to treat their souls like humans, but that “the proprietors sell their peasants and domestic servants not even in families, but one by one, like cattle.”

Nobles would physically punish their serfs all the time, often using a thick Russian leather whip called the knout. This was considered more than acceptable, although the nobles weren’t allowed to actually kill the serfs. Catherine the Great noted in her memoirs that many households in Moscow kept a selection of “iron collars, chains and other instruments of torture for those who commit the slightest infraction.” She’d been struck by one particularly bizarre case: an aging noblewoman kept her hairdresser locked in a cage in her bedroom, because the noblewoman didn’t want society to know she wore fake hair—and the serf was the only one who could have exposed her.

To add insult to injury, serfs had no way to defend themselves under the law. The authorities, forever paranoid about a murderous uprising, were convinced that legal protection for serfs would lead to feelings of safety, and feelings of safety would lead to insubordination. So not only could their masters send them off to Siberia without a trial, or force them to work in the mines for the rest of their lives, but if any serf dared complain about this to the authorities, that in and of itself was reason for punishment. Even Catherine the Great, who prided herself on her humanity, published an imperial degree saying that if a serf tried to present a petition against his master, he would be whipped and transported to the mines of Nerchinsk for life.

Therefore, as a serf, your quality of life was entirely dependent on the whims of your master or mistress in all their odd, distrustful, spoiled glory. Granted, there were plenty of benevolent landowners in Russia during those days, and their serfs enjoyed peace, prosperity, support, and copious free time in which to cultivate their own land. But Darya wasn’t one of them. There was blood on the walls and the stairs of her estates.

“I Am My Own Mistress”

Darya was obsessed with cleanliness, and liked her floors the way she liked her Orthodox icons: immaculate. She also had a hair-trigger temper, and the resulting combination was bad news for the female servants who cleaned her house. The sight of an improperly washed floor or an imperfect batch of laundry would send Darya flying into a vicious rage. She’d grab the nearest stick, rolling pin, or whip, and begin to beat whatever quivering girl was responsible for the botched job.

All around the country, nobles were whipping their serfs for similarly trite infractions—but Darya didn’t know when to stop. It wasn’t long before her neighbors in Moscow began to hear horrible rumors about the Saltykova serfs: Darya locked her maidservants in an empty hut and starved them for days, Darya’s girls had bloodstains on their clothes. The villagers of Troitskoye were whispering, too. Something was wrong at Darya’s summer home, they said. Once, they heard that a cart coming out of the estate was carrying the body of a servant girl. When they peered inside, they saw that the girl’s skin was flayed, her hair ripped out.

The fatal beatings, or at least the bulk of them, started in 1756, the same year Darya became a widow. The first official complaint against Darya was registered in 1757, and it concerned the murder of a pregnant woman named Anisya Grigorieva. It was a double murder, really: first, Darya beat Grigorieva with a rolling pin until Grigorieva suffered a miscarriage. Then, religious Darya called a nearby priest to come and give the dying woman her last rites, but Grigorieva passed away before the priest showed up. Once the priest appeared, he took one horrified look at the body and refused to bury it without a police inspection.

The police arrived, took the abused corpse to the hospital for an autopsy, and—didn’t do a thing about it. The dead woman had a deep wound by her heart, and her entire back was blue and swollen. Clearly she hadn’t died of natural causes. But what were they going to do, arrest a noblewoman? Absurd!

When Grigorieva’s frantic husband went ahead and filed a complaint with the police, Darya found out right away. She filed a counterpetition asking the police not to believe the husband’s testimony, but instead to punish him and then send him back to her. Perhaps money exchanged hands at that point. Either way, the police listened to Darya and did nothing about the husband’s complaint. When they returned him to the estate, Darya sent him into exile, where he soon died.

This could have been the moment Darya was brought to justice. She had just killed a pregnant woman, and there were multiple witnesses to both the crime and the aftermath: the husband, a serf who’d been forced to beat Grigorieva too, another serf who buried the baby, the priest, the police, and the doctor(s) who performed the autopsy. If this complaint had been properly investigated, tens—or possibly hundreds—of lives would have been saved. But no one bothered. These were serfs, after all. Nobles were already selling them “like cattle.”

So Darya killed and killed again, confident in her impregnability and furious at her serfs for each petty mistake, for getting in her way, for being her responsibility, for existing. If she was a god, then her serfs were her pitiful playthings. She could make them clean; she could make them cook; she could make them scream and bleed and beg. Typically, she would force another servant to begin the beating, and then she’d take over until the victim died. Sometimes she commanded her male serfs to beat their wives or relatives in front of her. In Troitskoye, she threw boiling water onto a peasant girl and then beat her to death. Villagers remembered seeing the body: the scalded skin had actually begun to peel off the bones.

Mostly, Darya killed women, but occasionally she’d turn on a man. One of her male serfs, Chrisanthos Andreev, was in charge of overseeing the unfortunate housemaids, and when Darya became convinced he was doing an inadequate job, she beat him and threw him outdoors to stand in the cold for the entire night. The next morning, Andreev was brought back inside, nearly frozen, where Darya clamped a pair of red-hot tongs over his ears. She then proceeded to pour boiling water over his body and, when he fell to the floor, she kicked and punched him. When she’d finally had enough, she asked another manservant to drag the bleeding man away from her. As soon as the poor peasant was out of Darya’s sight, he died.

It went on and on, a litany of horrors. Darya lit one woman’s hair on fire and pushed an eleven-year-old girl down a stone staircase. She fed her servants once a day so they were perpetually weak. She would grab logs of wood—tucked in every room, meant for fireplaces—and use them as makeshift clubs. Neighbors heard her screaming, “Beat more!” When one of her male serfs dared to insult her, Darya grabbed his hair and began smashing his head against a nearby wall.

Though her stablemen and housemaids repeatedly escaped and cried murder to the local authorities, they were captured and brought right back to Darya, where they would be beaten and shackled, or even sent into exile. “You will not do anything to me!” Darya scoffed at one stableman who attempted to report her. “No matter how much you report or complain about me, the authorities will not do anything to me. They would not trade me for you.”

Her fearlessness wasn’t irrational bravado. As Grigorieva’s death proved, the system supported Darya, and by this point Darya had been falsifying evidence and bribing key authority figures for years. If the priests refused to bury one of her victims, then her superintendent, Martian, would file counterfeit papers about the death, saying the girl died suddenly of sickness and didn’t have a chance to make her confession, or the priest was late, or the girl was so sick she couldn’t speak, making a final confession impossible. Sometimes the papers would claim that the victim had run away, when in truth she was buried right there in the graveyard. The paper describing the death of the eleven-year-old girl that Darya pushed down the staircase said that the girl had simply . . . stumbled.

If the complaints reached the officials, Darya bribed the officials. She kept a ledger of the gifts she sent to these powerful men: food, money, even serfs themselves. In fact, one official was so accommodating that he would actually visit Darya and teach her how to deal with the denunciations that kept popping up against her. “Had Saltykova not been sheltered and helped by her protectors, there would have been fewer beatings and deaths,” raged one of her stablemen, who had seen the atrocities go on, unchecked, for years.

At one point, while watching yet another girl get beaten to death, Darya started to scream. “I am my own mistress,” she cried. “I am not afraid of anyone.” This belief that she was superior, unassailable, and even consecrated by the law was integral to her sense of self. Perhaps she killed to prove one simple point: that she could.

Love and Gunpowder

Today, in the dark corners of the Internet, you can find people attempting to pin Darya’s many crimes onto something kind of melodramatic, palatable, and easy to understand: a broken heart.

After her husband’s death, Darya took up with her handsome young neighbor, Captain Nikolai Andreyevich Tyutchev, whose Troitskoye estate brushed right up against hers. All their serfs knew they were having an affair. But their love didn’t last, and the couple broke up just before the Lent of 1762, when Darya was about to turn thirty-two.

The captain didn’t stay single for long, and Darya took great offense to this fact. Then she learned that not only was the new woman younger than her, but the captain was planning to marry this beautiful upstart. Darya couldn’t take it. She paced around, determined to enact some sort of horrible revenge on them both, and finally hit upon a deranged plan: she was simply going to have to blow them up.

Blinded by vengeance, Darya sent one of her men to purchase five pounds of gunpowder, which she then mixed with sulfur and wrapped in hemp cloth. She commanded her serf to hide the flammable mixture around the new woman’s house, and then to lie in wait until the captain arrived. Once the lovers were ensconced inside, the servant was instructed to set the house on fire, blowing them up in flagrante delicto.

This scheme was too crazy, even for Darya’s hardened male servants. The first servant she sent over simply refused to burn the house down, so Darya beat him to a pulp when he returned. She then sent him back, along with another servant, but they claimed that their attempts to start the fire had failed. Frustrated, Darya changed her approach. If bombing wasn’t going to work, maybe assault was the ticket. She commanded a new crew of serfs to lay in wait along the roadside until the couple drove by in their carriage, and then to leap out and beat them both to death.

At this point, the serfs decided that their only way out of this unhinged revenge fantasy was to secretly inform the captain that Darya was plotting against him. So they did, and the captain immediately strode to the police and filed an accusation against his ex.

Darya was unflappable when the police questioned her about it. “I did not send the peasants Roman Ivanov and Leontiev to set fire to the house of Ms. Panyutina, nor did I commanded others to beat them,” she responded coldly. She claimed that during the time of the alleged assassination attempts, she’d been sick, holed up in her Moscow estate with a priest nearby. In other words, she was a good religious woman who would never dream of revenging herself on a single soul, no matter how horribly he’d betrayed her.

Clearly, Darya was a bit upset with the captain. But this broken heart was in no way the wound that turned her into a vicious serial killer. She had been murdering serfs long before any of this happened. The event simply serves as a neat hook on which to hang the hat of our speculation: that in order for Darya to be able to commit such atrocities, she must have been driven half mad by something else.

“Madness,” in fact, is a common explanation for Darya’s crimes. When the people of Moscow found out about them, they thought she was insane, and people today still wonder the same thing. (Surely every serial killer in history has been thought insane at one point or another. How else to explain the repetitive, horrible, practiced violence?) But rather than insane, Darya comes across as horribly logical. The drama with the captain demonstrates her terrible ability to plot and outline and rationalize: she purchased the correct materials, revised her plan as necessary, and smoothly denied her guilt. Even the logic behind her serf killings was pretty consistent. If a servant did not clean properly, she deserved to die. If a servant complained to the authorities, he deserved to die. The serfs were her property, and she was allowed to give them performance reviews. It was all perfectly reasonable to Darya.

Anyway, madness and logic have always been cousins. The writer G. K. Chesterton once spoke of the “exhaustive and logical theory of the lunatic,” saying that the madman “is not hampered by a sense of humor or by charity.” Darya certainly wasn’t hampered by charity, or by anything at all. If she occasionally wanted to blow up an ex-boyfriend, she didn’t want to hear that she was being “crazy.” She simply wanted to know that the naked bodies of her former lover and her rival were sizzling like pigs on a spit. If she told her serfs to do something, she wanted the act done, no questions asked. God in heaven! Was no one listening to her?

The Escape of the Husbands

Nobody knew about Darya’s reign of terror better than Yermolai Ilyin, the man who took care of her horses. Ilyin had been married three times, to three hardworking women, each of whom had the terrible misfortune of being “employed” by Darya. They had beautiful names: Katerina, Theodosia, Aksinya. And Darya slaughtered them all.

Darya knew Ilyin loathed her because of what she’d done to his wives, but warned that if he ever attempted to report her, she would whip him to death herself. Ilyin knew her well enough to know she wasn’t making empty threats—but there’s only so much cruelty that the human psyche can take. Finally, desperate and reckless, Ilyin decided to fling himself on the mercy of a system that didn’t care whether he lived or died.

In April 1762, Ilyin and his fellow serf Savely Martynov showed up in the city of St. Petersburg, ready to make their case against Darya. They clutched a letter containing an almost inconceivable accusation: that over the past six years, Darya had killed more than one hundred people. The two were convinced that if only they could get their letter into the hands of the brand-new empress, Catherine the Great, she would do something about it.

It was a suicide mission—but it worked. Their story sounded just outrageous enough to catch the attention of the St. Petersburg authorities, who forwarded it to the Justice Board along with a note asking the board to begin an investigation into the life of Darya Nikolayevna Saltykova—the noblewoman, the mother, the widow of a fine man, the upstanding churchgoer.

“I Do Not Know Anything; I Did Not Do Anything”

If Darya flew into rages over unclean floors and ex-lovers, we can only imagine her wrath when she found out that two of her serfs had managed to turn the authorities against her. But she couldn’t make good on her threats to beat them to death, because the great eye of Empress Catherine was slowly turning toward her, and life as she knew it was about to change forever.

In a way, this case surfaced at the perfect time for Catherine the Great. See, Catherine was trying to show the world that this was a new era for Russia—a humane and enlightened era, when having noble blood was no longer an excuse to do whatever you wanted—and so she needed to make an example of someone. Because before the law, everyone was equal!

Well, sort of. The truth was that Catherine was also under a lot of pressure to handle the case diplomatically. Since Darya belonged to a prestigious family, other aristocrats were taking particular interest in this, ahem, unfortunate situation. They wanted to make sure Catherine didn’t set any precedents she couldn’t take back. (Surely they, too, had blood on their hands: serfs whose beatings had gone a little too far, stories of bribes and hasty burials.) Still, the accusations against Darya were far too serious for Catherine to sweep under the rug with a wink at Moscow’s noblest families. By now, the number of deaths attributed to Darya had skyrocketed to 138. Like it or not, the Justice Board was dealing with one of the worst serial killers in history, male or female.

Due to Catherine’s personal interest in the case, the investigation against Darya was incredibly methodical. This was no semi-shady Báthory trial: investigators talked to hundreds of witnesses in both Moscow and Troitskoye, carefully confirming and reconfirming each allegation against the noblewoman. These witnesses were as knowledgeable and precise as an investigating officer could wish. They remembered the names of the dead peasants and the dates on which they died; they corroborated each other’s stories. If the slightest shadow of a doubt were cast on any witness—contradicting testimonies, qualms about the witness’s veracity, or facts that couldn’t be proven—the Justice Board interpreted that particular case in Darya’s favor. They also threw out multiple cases for lack of evidence. Darya’s stance on the 138 deaths was short and sweet: “I do not know anything; I did not do anything,” she said, over and over.

Despite all this, the Board still found her guilty of thirty-eight murders, and under suspicion of murder in twenty-six more cases. The fact that Darya refused to confess, however, caused Catherine a great deal of anxiety, and her concern is demonstrated in the sheer number of letters she wrote about the case. On principle, Catherine strongly disapproved of torture—writing, famously, “All punishments by which the human body might be maimed are barbarism,”—but she wanted Darya to admit to at least something. At one point, she wrote to the Board, “Explain to Saltykova that the testimonies and facts of the case mean that official torture will have to be performed if, frankly, she does not confess her involvement in the crimes. Therefore send her a priest and make him accompany and exhort her for a month. And if she does not repent, then prepare her for torture.”

Catherine didn’t really intend for Darya to be tortured, but she hoped the idea of torture would scare her into acknowledging her crimes. “Show her the torture chamber,” Catherine wrote, “so that she will know what awaits her. Give her one last chance for admission and repentance.” At the same time, Catherine was anxiously re-reminding the authorities that no matter what happened, Darya wasn’t to be harmed. Establishing a precedent of torture or executing members of the aristocracy was deeply unpopular and far too risky. “Carefully observe that there be no unnecessary bloodshed,” she wrote, “and all those involved in these crimes be properly questioned, and all the facts be collected and recorded. After that give it all to me.”

Darya never confessed to a thing.

“A Completely Godless Soul”

“Here is the decree we give to our Senate,” ran Catherine’s imperial verdict on October 2, 1768. “Having considered the report provided to us by the Senate on the crimes committed by the inhuman widow Darya, the daughter of Nicholas, we have found that she does not deserve to be called a human being, as she is actually worse than the most famous murderers, extremely hard-hearted and cruel, not able to curb her rage.” The decree laid out her punishment: First, Darya would be led to a scaffold in Moscow’s central square, where she would hear the Justice Board’s sentence, which was to be read without ever mentioning Darya’s family name or her husband’s name—erasing her identity as a social human, effectively shattering all the familial ties she had in the world. Then, she would be locked underground for the rest of her life.

During the years of the investigation, Darya had become infamous. Now there were crazed rumors circling around Moscow that she was a cannibal, and people were dying to see this notorious killer in person. Catherine encouraged the spectacle by sending invitations to all the noble houses, demanding that they come and watch Darya’s punishment. This was also a veiled threat: she was warning the nobles that their abuses of power had real consequences. There was an Enlightenment coming, after all. They couldn’t get away with everything anymore.

October 18 was a Sunday, and the season’s first snow fell on Moscow, but that didn’t stop the crowds of people who came to Red Square to gape at the “inhuman widow.” At noon, Darya was brought outside and bound to a pole. A sign hung around her neck: THE TORMENTOR AND THE MURDERER. A guard stood next to her as her sentence was read aloud. One fascinated viewer allegedly reported that Darya’s eyes were “not of this world.” After an hour, she was taken away in shackles.

Darya’s punishment wasn’t bloody, but it was long and horribly isolated. She was put in an underground prison cell called a repentance chamber, accessed only by a nun and a custodian. Not a single beam of light was allowed inside, except for a candle during meals. She sat this way, in total darkness, for eleven years. Aside from eating and drinking, she had only one activity: every Sunday, she was allowed to stand under a ventilation tunnel that led up to a local church, so that she could hear the liturgy.

What did Darya think, Sunday after Sunday, as she heard the priest pray, “Oh holy God, who out of nothing has brought all things into being, who has created man after Thine own image and likeness, and hast adorned him with Thine every gift”? Did Darya feel anything for the bodies she’d broken, created in that “image and likeness”? When the liturgy touched on sin and evil and the need for sanctification, did she think about herself? Or did she simply stand there in the darkness, under the ventilation tunnel, with her mind far away and her otherworldly pupils dilated from lack of light?

Horrible Darya. She had internalized the conditions of serfdom so deeply that perhaps she truly believed she was virtuous in the eyes of God for disposing of these monstrous, unworthy, subhuman souls. Her entire world told her she was superior: she watched the serf orchestras, gasped at the serf ballets; she saw that serfs were punished for even attempting to criticize their masters. Even in her beloved church, she was probably never taught that serfdom was wrong. A pastoral guide published in 1776 “virtually ignored the existence of serfdom.” The historian Richard Pipes spelled it out even more forcefully when speaking of the Russian church: “No branch of Christianity has shown such callous indifference to social and political injustice.” The silence of the priests would have said it all: These serfs are nothing to us. Nothing to God. Nothing.

And so Darya simply carried this mindset to the logical extreme: if the serfs were nothing, if they were lesser life forms than she, if she were the valuable one—upheld by the law, coddled by the church—then she could do whatever she wanted to them. She felt entitled to their work, their blood, and perhaps even their very souls.

But she didn’t kill them all, of course. She wasn’t actually a god. And so, as she wasted away underground, the peasants who survived her took to calling her Saltychikha—a nickname with no real meaning, but a tiny sociolinguistic rebellion nonetheless. Aristocrats never referred to each other with diminutives like that, so the very existence of this nickname indicates that it was given to her by the serfs. “Saltychikha” suggested a simple village woman, someone who was a bit rough around the edges. It would have appalled Darya to hear her noble name so altered. The fact that the nickname stuck—even appearing a century later in the introduction to War and Peace—was a small victory for the souls.

In 1779, Darya was transferred to a chamber carved out of rock with a small barred window. Rumor has it she slept with one of the guards and gave birth to a child, but she would have been almost fifty by that point. Moscow hadn’t forgotten about her—the “monster of humankind,” they called her, the “completely godless soul”—and curious kids would sometimes peek through the window to catch a glimpse of the abominable Saltychikha. When they did, she would growl and spit at them—confirming rumors of her brutality, and convincing everyone that she still hadn’t repented of her crimes. As far as we know, she never did.

She remained imprisoned for a total of thirty-three years, until her death on November 27, 1801. The state councilor visited her once in her old age—curious, perhaps, if nobility could stay noble after decades underground. He noted that Darya had grown stout, and that “all her movements now betrayed that she went mad.” She was her own mistress no longer, after years of stumbling about in the darkness.
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ICEBERG ANNA

Anna Marie Hahn

One summer day in 1937, three generations boarded a train heading west to Colorado Springs: a pretty thirty-one-year-old blonde, an adolescent boy with the face of a cherub, and a very sick old man. The boy ran up and down the aisle of the train, bringing glasses of cold water to the old man, who was parched and querulous and slept fitfully. Then, to amuse himself, the boy slumped down in his seat and began to draw. He sketched for a while and eventually presented his work to the man: a picture of a skull.

The sick old man looked at the drawing with terror in his eyes. “Witches!” he screamed, snatching the paper and holding it aloft. “Witches!” The little boy snickered at his dismay, and soon the whole train car was laughing, too. When he realized no one was going to help him, the old man folded up the paper and tucked it into his pocket, and then continued to sleep and wake and sleep again, as if he were struggling to fight through a nightmare.

Love at First Sight

Anna Marie Hahn had a tranquil, storybook childhood that was destroyed when adulthood descended on her too fast, like a lightning bolt, and a dark lover broke her heart. At least, that was what she wanted people to believe. She was born in 1906 in the idyllic Bavarian town of Füssen, which was perched on the edge of the Alps and known for its violin makers. Her father, George Filser, was a furniture manufacturer, and their family was religious, well-off, and respected. Anna was the youngest of twelve, though five of her siblings were dead. She was probably adored and spoiled by her entire family. Her mother, Katie, always admitted that Anna was her favorite.

Into this whimsical German town crept a man named Dr. Max Matscheki. He was a famous Viennese physician working on a cure for cancer—“one of the greatest doctors in the world”—and as handsome as a movie star. He wooed nineteen-year-old Anna sweetly; they swayed together on the dance floor as he whispered romantic promises into her ear. “It was the kind of love that every young girl thinks about, this love at first sight,” said Anna. “I was happy then.” Matscheki swore he would marry her, and eventually, borne along on this idealistic narrative, Anna tumbled into bed with him. Why not? She was secure in his love and excited for their future together. But when Dr. Max Matscheki found out that Anna was pregnant, he balked. There was someone else, he said. A wife in Vienna. “It was just like a mountain falling on me,” said Anna. “Not killing me but just smothering me and crushing me.”

The story was raw and poetic. There was just one problem: no Max Matscheki ever practiced medicine in Vienna. The doctor was a figment, a shadow lover, a stand-in for some ordinary man. But the child was very real, and when Anna’s conservative family found out she was expecting, they were mortified. There was no hiding a teenage pregnancy in their small, pious town. As soon as Anna’s son, Oscar, was born, the family decided she should get out of their sight altogether—and leave for America.

Anna was actually happy to go after enduring the town’s gossip for nine long months. “I could no longer stand those things that people were saying about my misfortune,” she recalled. It took her two years to get a visa, and she left at age twenty-two, leaving her son behind until she could establish herself overseas. The trip across the ocean, away from Oscar, must have been excruciating. “The little pleasure that I have gotten out of life has been from my boy,” she said.

Until the end of her life, Anna spoke fondly of Dr. Max Matscheki. Perhaps she liked the way the story made her sound: a dreamy, innocent, sexually appealing girl, tossed madly about on the waves of a foreign love affair. A victim. The tale about Oscar’s parentage was one of her most cinematic lies—sex and a cure for cancer!—but it was also her most innocent. Nobody died because of it.

America!

To fund her trip, Anna wrote to her uncle Max Doeschel, who lived in Cincinnati, and asked him for a loan. The two weren’t close—in fact, Doeschel had never heard from his niece before. Still, he sent her $236 and waited, unsure what sort of person to expect. Later, Anna would boast that he sent her a mind-boggling $16,000. But she was always lying about money.

Anna arrived in Cincinnati in February 1929, a “pretty blonde” who spoke English well. She contracted scarlet fever almost immediately and was sick for several months, but by April she was healthy enough to find employment at a hotel. As soon as she began making money, she started behaving like a different person. Doeschel and his wife were confused by her generous income—she “was more than able to take care of her own financial needs”—especially since she hadn’t offered to repay their loan yet. She had a habit of making extravagant purchases and then acting secretive about them, as though to disguise the fact that they were “too expensive for a housework girl.” She even told them she was building a house, which didn’t make any sense. How in the world would she be able to afford that? But logic be damned: Anna wanted to be seen as the sort of person who could build herself a house if she wanted to.

At the hotel where Anna worked, she met a mild, mousy figure named Philip Hahn. He was no romantic Viennese doctor, but she liked that he promised some sort of safe harbor. “He was nice to me and said he loved me and wanted to marry me,” she said. Then again: “I was afraid at first when he talked about marriage.” When Hahn agreed to act as Oscar’s father, Anna finally relented, and the two married a year later. By July 1930, Anna was ready to go back to Germany and get her son.

Her aunt and uncle were blindsided when Anna returned to Cincinnati with a tiny blond boy in tow, since she’d never mentioned him before. Fed up with her lies and weirded out by her behavior, the two eventually decided to cut all ties with her, just as her nuclear family had done back in Germany.

The United States had already begun its sickening economic collapse into the Great Depression, and Anna’s thoughts turned ever more toward money. She was addicted to betting on horse races, and often signed bad checks when she lost wagers. She opened a restaurant with her husband and then tried to burn it down for insurance money. She tried to burn down her own house for the same reason. Perhaps money fed into some huge romantic delusion she had, the same delusion that led her to insist that her uncle had sent her $16,000 for her trip to America—a fairy-tale amount, implying wealthy, indulgent relatives and a luxurious trip across the Atlantic. Regardless, gambling and arson soon stopped satisfying her, and she began to look for bigger game.

Today, some evolutionary psychologists have theorized that male serial killers are “hunters” while females are merely “gatherers,” sensibly collecting resources from their victims instead of doing it out of a deep and unslakable thirst for violence. Anna may have technically collected money from her crimes, but she was a hunter to the core. She set her sights on her victims like she was looking through a rifle scope and stalked them with heartless, single-minded purpose. And like a true predator, she preyed on the weak. She was actually kind of a sloppy criminal, but her victims were lonely and innocent and easy to fool. They thought the rest of the world had forgotten about them, and wanted desperately to believe that the blonde woman bending over them was something like an angel.

“My Girl”

One of her earliest paramours was a man named Ernest Kohler, her sixty-two-year-old landlord. Kohler was the owner of a large, lovely house, and in 1932 he was renting two of the rooms to the Hahns and another to a doctor who never locked his office. Sometimes Anna would sneak in and forge prescriptions for narcotics on the doctor’s blank prescription pads. But mostly she flirted with Kohler.

Kohler died suddenly on May 6, 1933. His death was a windfall for Anna. He left her his beautiful old house, valued at $12,000, plus a car, $1,167 in a savings account, and heaps of expensive antiques. Sure, it was a bit awkward when the coroner’s office received several anonymous phone calls insisting that Kohler had been poisoned, but Anna carefully explained that no, he’d died of esophageal cancer. The coroner gamely checked his esophagus, found no poison, and sent Kohler to the crematorium in peace.

For Anna, this was the perfect relationship. She liked her men elderly and lonely and preferably German, so they could bond over their shared heritage. These men were usually retired (which meant they were potentially sitting on healthy piles of cash) and neglected by society (which meant they were especially vulnerable to her charms). She offered herself up to them as a sort of attendant-cum-girlfriend, willing to nurse, cook, or flirt at the drop of a hat.

These men must have pinched themselves: there they were, sitting around in their lonely bachelor apartments, and suddenly this golden creature appeared at their doors, willing to laugh at their jokes and cook them decadent, nostalgia-inducing meals. Sometimes she would even let them kiss her, and soon enough the men found themselves throwing around words like “engagement” and “honeymoon.” She was a miracle, really. A second lease on life. And such a treat to look at: vivacious, with big hazel eyes and a delicate beauty that was hard to capture on film.

Anna’s next male friend was a sixty-three-year-old coal dealer named George E. Heis, who called her “my girl” and devoured her Hügelsheimer Pfannkuchen, the Bavarian pancakes she whipped up for him. When Anna coyly informed Heis she had divorced her husband (lies!), the smitten man began to drop hints about marriage.

What was Philip Hahn doing all this time, anyway? He had become a very minor character in the play of Anna Hahn’s life. He disapproved of her friendships with elderly men, but Anna ignored his protests. She poisoned one of his meals once, but her attempt was so halfhearted we can only surmise that Hahn meant nothing to her; he wasn’t even important (or rich) enough to kill. Hahn, who became violently ill after the meal, suspected that she’d tried to murder him, and, understandably, their marriage began to cool. But he stuck around, perhaps for Oscar’s sake.

Back at Heis’s apartment, Anna often sidled up to her aging paramour with innocent little requests for money, and he lent to her willingly—sometimes the cash out of his pocket, sometimes money from his business, the Consolidated Coal Company. By the time her “loans” reached two thousand dollars, the company’s credit manager popped up, demanding an explanation. Heis was forced to admit that he had a pretty new girlfriend and couldn’t say no to her. The credit manager, impervious to the madness of love, began pressuring Anna to repay her loans.

This was something of a reality check for Heis. He began looking at Anna with colder, more dispassionate eyes, and he realized that not only did Anna ask him for money all the time, but her cooking often made him feel sick. In fact, some days he could barely get out of bed. Heis ran his suspicions past the credit manager. Was his girl trying to poison him? The next time Anna showed up with her signature dish—spinach sprinkled with white granules that seemed to be salt—Heis told her that he wanted his two thousand dollars back, and that he never wanted to see her again.

Heis had no idea he was effectively signing death warrants for Cincinnati’s other aging bachelors, but his demands forced Anna to speed up her hunt. At the end of 1936, she met Albert Palmer, seventy-two, and they bonded over their mutual love of betting on horse races. Like Heis, Palmer called Anna his girl and devoured her cooking. They planned a trip to Florida together. She left him cloying little notes that probably drove him wild: “My Dear Sweet Daddy,” ran one note, “I’ll see you tomorrow then with all my love and a lot of kisses. Your Anna.” She sweet-talked him out of two thousand dollars, which she used in part to pay Heis.

But eventually Palmer, too, grew wise. He began to ask Anna if there was any way she could start repaying her loan to him, and she responded by serving him dinners that wrecked his health. He may have also overheard neighborhood gossip about Anna’s recent affair with Heis. Hurt and furious, Palmer gave Anna an ultimatum: she could either repay the two thousand dollars right away, or she could become his girlfriend—permanently and exclusively. Anna never had to make that choice, because on March 26, 1937, Palmer died of what appeared to be a heart attack.

Anna unearthed her next benefactor by showing up at a random apartment building and boldly asking a woman if “any old men lived here.” When she found out that a German immigrant named Jacob Wagner was renting one of the apartments, she told the suspicious tenant that oh, yes, that’s right, Wagner was her uncle—even though she hadn’t known his name minutes before. She then slipped a note under his door, organized a meeting, and hit it off with Wagner immediately. “I have a new girl,” Wagner boasted to a pal. His new girl often asked him for loans and assured him she was good for it by showing him a forged bankbook that indicated she had over fifteen thousand dollars in the bank. Was the number any connection to the imaginary sixteen thousand from her uncle? Maybe that was her dream amount: a number she associated with stability and fairy-tale happiness.

Anna was getting sloppy. She was juggling multiple men, some of whom moved in the same circles as others. Her requests for money were becoming bizarre—if she really did have fifteen thousand dollars in the bank, why would she have needed a loan?—and she was now baldly hunting for victims by asking strangers where she could find “old men.” But that was Anna’s genius: targeting the isolated. She certainly made some people suspicious—the woman at Wagner’s apartment remembered her weird question forever—but for the most part, there simply wasn’t anyone around to care.

While Anna pursued Wagner, she killed again for the low, low price of eighty dollars and a rabbit fur coat. She befriended an elderly widow by dressing up in a fake nurse’s uniform and offering her services, and then stole the valuables that the widow kept under her bed. (“I just loved to make old people comfy,” Anna said later.) She bought herself a beautiful coat with the profits and offered to find the “culprit” if the unsuspecting widow paid her eighty dollars. Afterward, she finished off the poor woman with a dish of poisoned ice cream.

Back at Wagner’s apartment, things were getting creepy. Wagner began to look askance at Anna when his bankbook went missing, but Anna assured him she’d done nothing wrong and placated him with well-seasoned food and drink. Soon enough he was in the hospital, “semi-conscious, retching with pain, and in a state of shock and dying.” It was a horrifying sight. Arsenic can make its victims crazed with thirst; shortly before he died, Wagner begged a nurse for something to drink, whispering: “Ich könnte ein Fass voll Wasser trinken!” (“I could drink a barrel of water!”)

Anna showed up at the nearest probate court like a classically trained actress ready to play Lady Macbeth. After she’d cried a sufficient number of demure yet heartrending tears, she suggested that perhaps one of the deputies should search Wagner’s apartment, just in case there were any, say, important papers lying about? Sure enough, the deputy found a handwritten will on Wagner’s mantel:

I hereby make my last will and testament and I am under no influence. I have my money in the Fifth Third Bank. After my funeral expenses and all bills are paid, I want the rest to go to my relative, Anna Hahn. I want Mrs. Hahn to be my executor. I don’t want any flowers, and I don’t want to be laid out.

The will—surprise, surprise—was written by Anna herself, and the level of cold-blooded confidence Ms. Hahn displayed in directing authorities straight to her forgery is pretty impressive. She was a careless criminal, and part of her carelessness was due to her utter lack of empathy. Last will and testament? An old lady’s eighty dollars? Nothing was sacred to her; nothing got under her skin. And just like so many of her other con jobs, this one worked. At the time, authorities had no reason to suspect this charming, distraught blonde, and apparently nobody cared enough about Wagner to prove or disprove Anna’s place in his family tree.

Her rampage continued: a few weeks later, she befriended sixty-seven-year-old George Gsellman, a German-speaking Hungarian immigrant who considered himself to be a bit of a ladies’ man. After meeting Anna, he boasted to one of his exes, “You wouldn’t marry me, and now I went and got a young blonde German schoolteacher.” Anna only managed to charm him out of a hundred dollars, but that was a lot of money for Gsellman. In fact, Gsellman’s banker noted that it was the largest sum his client had ever withdrawn.

One night, an ecstatic Gsellman told two of his neighbors that he was getting married the next day! By morning, the bridegroom’s body was stiffening on his bed. There was a half-eaten meal on the stove, laced with eighteen grains of arsenic. This was far more than was necessary to kill a man, but who cared? Not Anna.

Witches

Poison is for weaklings, they say. The English poet Phineas Fletcher (1582–1650) may have been the first to coin the term “coward’s weapon,” but the opinion has not dissipated in the centuries since; even a character in George R. R. Martin’s Game of Thrones recently sniped that poison was a gutless way to kill. Poison is sneaky, it’s slow, and you can poison someone without spilling a drop of their blood or awkwardly making eye contact with them midimpalement. As such, it doesn’t get a lot of cred for being scary. Poisoners simply don’t terrify people the way, say, disembowlers do.

But that’s unfair, because poisoning requires advance planning and the stomach for a drawn-out death scene. You need to look into your victim’s trusting eyes day after day as you slowly snuff out their life. You have to play the role of nurse or parent or lover while you sustain your murderous intent at a pitch that would be unbearable for many of those who’ve shot a gun or swung a sword. You’ve got to mop up your victim’s vomit and act sympathetic when they beg for water. While they scream that their insides are on fire, you must steel yourself against the dreadful sight of encroaching death and give them another sip of the fatal drink. A coward’s weapon? Not so much. Poison is the weapon of the emotionless, the sociopathic, the truly cruel.

Anna Hahn was not a coward. She knew how to draw death out, to make it hurt like hell. Her final victim was a lot like the others, but for some reason, Anna was exceptionally nasty to this man. She poisoned him until he was writhing in his own feces. His last days were a nightmare sequence of pain and hallucination, and she killed him hundreds of miles from his home.

Johan Georg Obendoerfer was a semiretired cobbler, a widower, and the proud grandpa of eleven grandchildren. One day, he was surprised at his shop by a charming, blonde, German-speaking lady who dropped by to see if he could fix one of her high-heeled shoes. Perhaps Anna—who was still seeing Gsellman at the time—already knew what sort of man worked there, and the broken heel was just a ruse. Regardless, Obendoerfer fell hard for her.

After a few weeks of dating, Obendoerfer seemed like a changed man. He shaved off his mustache to appear younger, and he began dropping hints about getting engaged. Anna told him, coquettishly, that they should take a vacation together before she really committed. She claimed to own a beautiful home on a cattle ranch in Colorado, and she told Obendoerfer that they should bring Oscar, check it out—and if they liked it, maybe the three of them could move there for good. Obendoerfer loved the idea, so Anna quickly murdered Gsellman and began to plan the trip.

Obendoerfer had never been happier. A second life was opening before him like some sweet-throated flower: a bride, a marriage, acres of wild American land to call his own, and even a kid. On July 20, 1937, he packed his satchel and strode over to Anna’s house, grabbing a celebratory beer on the way. Anna had prepared a delicious dinner to kick off their journey—a dinner seasoned with those white granules with which she so loved to cook. By morning, Obendoerfer was so sick that Anna and Oscar had to help him into the cab.

The three of them pressed on anyway, taking the train from Cincinnati to Chicago—where Anna checked herself into a fancy hotel with Oscar and tossed Obendoerfer into a cheap motel room nearby—and then on to Denver, where they disembarked for a few days. On their first morning there, Anna and Oscar went to check on Obendoerfer and found him writhing in bed, splattered with feces and vomit. Anna pretended to soothe him by feeding him cool chunks of watermelon as Oscar watched, but Obendoerfer couldn’t keep anything down. So she left the man in his misery and busied herself with the tricky business of stealing his life savings.

Anna wrote a letter to his banker in Cincinnati, claiming that Obendoerfer was planning to move to Denver, wanted to transfer his money to the Denver National Bank, and needed one thousand dollars to tide him over in the meantime. For the next week, she haunted the Denver National Bank to see if the money had arrived, growing more and more frustrated as the days went by.

Meanwhile, Obendoerfer’s hotel room had gotten so disgusting that the housekeeping staff refused to go inside. After the hotel owner peeked in and saw Obendoerfer curled in a fetal position, moaning and surrounded by his own filth, he urged Anna to take him to the hospital. Anna scoffed that she barely knew the man. Then she bundled Obendoerfer onto a train to Colorado Springs.

At this point, Obendoerfer surely suspected he was being poisoned, but he was lost in a fog of agony. All he could do was beg for water and stare blankly out the train window. When Oscar showed him the skull drawing, Obendoerfer seemed to muster the strength to accuse the two of them—witches, witches!—but everyone simply laughed at his terror. He must have curled against the glass then, with the skull drawing folded next to his heart, wondering blearily how he had mistaken these witches for angels.

The fact that Oscar was right there next to the dying man is one of the creepiest parts of Anna’s story. Oscar probably didn’t understand the full extent of what was happening, but still, he saw it all. He smelled the vomit, he witnessed the old man’s agony, he watched his mother feed Obendoerfer chunks of poisoned watermelon. (Anna carried a salt shaker of arsenic with her, and would liberally “salt” Obendoerfer’s food.) With his soft curls, perfect features, and attentive, intelligent face, Oscar certainly helped Anna seem nonthreatening, even Madonna-like. So some people who knew him said he was a “mean little kid” who killed animals for fun and once shot a BB gun at his friend. So what? Maybe his mother kept him around because he made her look good.

In Colorado Springs, Anna and Oscar left Obendoerfer to fend for himself while they went sightseeing. When the two arrived back at the hotel, Anna noticed that the door to the owner’s private rooms was slightly ajar. Peeking inside, she saw two diamond rings sparkling on the dresser. She pocketed them, but as she was leaving the room, she ran smack into the hotel owner’s wife, who was naturally suspicious. Anna explained that she was simply curious how the rooms looked. The theft of those rings in broad daylight was a stupid, careless, greedy mistake on her part—and a fatal one.

With the rings rattling around in her pocket, she finally checked Obendoerfer into the hospital, registering him as a homeless person. He died there, without ever reaching the paradise he had been promised.

Cincinnati’s Number One Female Criminal

At the beginning of August 1937, police in Cincinnati opened a secret investigation into the death of Jacob Wagner after receiving a tip from one of his friends, who’d noticed a strange woman hanging around Wagner’s house in the days before he died. Meanwhile, detectives were heading over to Anna Marie Hahn’s place on a seemingly unrelated charge: the theft of two diamond rings, which Anna had pawned for $7.50 on her way back to Cincinnati.

When the police showed up at Anna’s doorstep, she protested her arrest loudly. At first, they took her in on charges of grand larceny, but arresting Anna was like tugging on a loose string—suddenly, everything seemed to be unraveling. They discovered that she had nursed Jacob Wagner right before he died, that she’d been in Colorado Springs around the time a Cincinnati resident named Obendoerfer died suspiciously, that she had poison hidden in the rafters of her house, and so on, and so on. This pretty jewelry thief was starting to seem like the biggest criminal Cincinnati had ever produced.

The day after her arrest, warrants of “fugitive murder and larceny” were signed against her by one Detective Walter Hart. In reaction, Anna combed her hair, smiled, and told the press they were welcome to take her photo. “Here I am, boys,” she said—blonde, hazel eyed, and icily calm. “Make this a good picture of me.” Was she afraid of all this accumulating evidence? She was not. “How can they make such a charge?” she asked. “I can face anything there is to come.”

Mother’s Prayers

Something in Anna’s case appealed to the women of Cincinnati. It wasn’t that they empathized with her, per se, but they were desperately curious to see how she acted in court, and the fact that she was a mother touched their hearts. On the day of Anna’s arraignment, the courtroom was crowded with fifteen women to every man, women that had waited long hours outside the door to make sure they were the first ones inside. Anna showed zero emotion in the courtroom, but it didn’t matter. When Oscar ran up to whisper something in her ear, several of the women wiped their eyes and one juror sobbed openly.

The jury skewed as female as the audience. It consisted of eleven women and one very good-looking man, and the press quickly nicknamed the lot of them “the Petticoat Jury.” Journalists were understandably excited about this case, which was already shaping up to be fiery, sensational, and rife with opportunity for long editorials.

In fact, the only people who didn’t seem to care about the case were Anna’s siblings back in Germany. Upon being notified that their sister was arrested, they responded that they were “uninterested” in the case’s outcome and were going to hide the news from their aging mother so as not to upset her. Still, Anna convinced herself that one of her sisters would show up once the trial had officially started. “It would be a comfort to me to have some member of my family with me,” she mused.

Anna was thinking about her family a lot in jail, especially her mother. She sent her a telegram that read, “Just pray for me.” (Her siblings never bothered showing it to their mother.) During one of the prison’s Sunday services, she requested a hymn called “Mother’s Prayers Have Followed Me,” unaware of the irony: her mother had no idea where Anna was or what she’d been doing.

Other than Oscar and Philip Hahn, none of Anna’s family ever showed up to support her. They’d written her out of their lives a long time ago. They were officially “uninterested.” Not shocked, appalled, heartbroken, or righteously indignant—uninterested. Did that mean, perhaps, they were also unsurprised? Had they always detected a darkness in Anna? Even in her youth, did they sense her cruelness, her lack of empathy, and pull away from her as soon as they could drum up an excuse?

“That Woman Tortured Me with Tortures of the Damned!”

Anna’s trial was set for October 11. She would be tried for the murder of Jacob Wagner, because the prosecution thought his would be the easiest one to prove. They had the handwritten will and an expert who could prove it was forged. And they had the exhumation results, which showed that there was enough arsenic in Wagner’s body to have killed him twice over.

The prosecutor, Dudley Miller Outcalt, was the best in the biz, a brilliant orator with a flair for courtroom drama. The press adored his fiery opening statement, during which he declared that he would prove Anna Hahn “killed so many men that there is not another person like her on the face of the earth.” On the other side of the aisle, Anna’s defense team quaked; they had never handled a serious criminal case of any sort, much less a major murder case. Plus, one of their members, Joseph Hoodin, was suffering from a bad cold. Hoodin ended up being a rather pitiful figure; at one point, he declared that he was planning to bring out fifty-three witnesses to prove Anna’s innocence, but he was only able to deliver two. He eventually called the gig “a job nobody can handle.”

In contrast to these intense, emotional lawyers, Anna was developing a reputation as an ice queen. Every time she appeared in court, she was impeccably turned out—her fellow prisoners, obsessed with their celebrity cell mate, would do her hair—with a gold cross around her neck and flat, emotionless eyes. In prison, she read the newspaper articles that tried to analyze the “phlegmatic enigma” of her personality, amused. Her denial was calm, consistent, and relentless. “They’ll never get a confession out of me, because I can’t confess to something I never did,” she told a reporter. “But I supposed the death of anyone past sixty anywhere in the country now will be laid to me.”

Her calm seemed to mask a certain delusion, because things were not looking good for Anna Hahn. Arsenic had been found in the bodies of not just Wagner, but Palmer, Gsellman, and Obendoerfer, and on October 22, the judge declared that the prosecution could now admit the other poisonings into evidence, instead of just discussing Wagner’s murder. Witness after witness took the stand to skewer her. There was the tenant who remembered Anna inquiring if “any old men lived here,” the neighbors who talked about her abnormally unflustered attitude toward death, and bank employees with records of her suspicious financial behavior—bringing in checks that didn’t quite look right, and so on. Handwriting experts determined that Wagner’s will had been forged by Anna herself. A toxicologist studied Anna’s favorite summer purse and found grains of arsenic all over the lining. Doctors presented the horrified jury with the brains, livers, and kidneys of the murdered men, floating gruesomely in jars of preservative.

The prosecution’s star witness was George Heis, he of the poisoned spinach and the unpaid debt to the Consolidated Coal Company. He became known as their “living witness,” and his presence in the courtroom was ghastly and damning. Really, the prosecution could not have asked for a more incriminating visual: George Heis, skeletally thin, confined to a wheelchair, pointing at Anna with shaking hands and telling the jury that this was the woman who had tried to murder him in cold blood.

Finally, both Oscar and Anna took the stand. Oscar had been coached to give certain answers, and he spoke carefully: yes, he brought Obendoerfer water; no, he didn’t realize that the old man was dying. The boy only slipped up once, when he admitted that his mother had initially asked him to lie about meeting Obendoerfer on the train. Anna was even calmer than her son. The prosecution tried their best to crack her, but Anna wouldn’t crack. If she had a conscience, it remained buried deep inside her, invulnerable to remorse, rhetorical pressure, and the looming threat of a guilty verdict.

Outcalt’s closing remarks brought down the house. “Anna Hahn is the only one in God’s world that had the heart for such murders!” he cried to the jury. “She sits there with her Madonna face and her soft voice, but they hide a ruthless, passionate purpose the likes of which this state has never known!” Hoodin’s response was lackluster: sure, Anna wasn’t perfect, but then again, who was? He went on to claim that the prosecution couldn’t prove precisely how the arsenic got into Wagner’s body. No one bought the argument. Hoodin’s only stroke of genius occurred when he reminded the jury that Anna was a mother. As everyone in the courtroom wept, Hoodin urged them to spare her so she could return to her boy. Even Anna managed to drum up a tear or two.

But it was too late to humanize her. Outcalt stood up again to finish his speech, calling Anna sly, avaricious, cold-blooded, and heartless. And then he pulled out his grand finale. “In the four corners of this courtroom there stand four dead men,” he cried, and pointed at each corner as he bellowed their names: “Jacob Wagner! George Gsellman! Georg Obendoerfer! Albert Palmer!”

The jurors were breathless. Outcalt continued in a thunderous voice. “From the four corners of this room, bony fingers point at her and they say to you, ‘That woman poisoned me! That woman made my last moment an agony! That woman tortured me with tortures of the damned!’”

It was a brilliant rhetorical flourish: bringing the dead men to life in horrifying contrast with the accused, who sat there, pale and motionless, looking for all the world like she was carved out of wax.

The stunned petticoat jury returned the harshest verdict possible: guilty—without a recommendation of mercy. This meant that the death penalty was mandatory. As the ruling was read aloud, many of the jurors had tears standing in their eyes. Anna did not.

The True Anna

In December 1937, while her lawyers scrambled to find a way around the death penalty, Anna was moved to the Ohio Penitentiary in Columbus, where a special cell was built to isolate her from the rest of the inmates. She was the only female prisoner there. At first, the matrons in charge of her were impressed by the tiny blonde woman. “She is the bravest woman I ever saw,” said the wife of the warden. Obsessive strangers wrote to Anna, offering to take her place in jail or asking if they could have her clothes after her execution.

It was there that Anna decided to write her “confessions,” and they are full of deluded excuses. A psychiatrist might spot a couple of classic psychopathic traits in the document, including “blame externalization”: she tried to pin her crimes onto various childhood sicknesses, accidents, and surgeries, and expressed a lot of confusion about why she did them, as though she were utterly nonresponsible for her actions. “I was sitting there hearing a story like out of a book all about another person,” she wrote. “I couldn’t in my mind believe that it was me, Anna Marie Hahn, who loved people so well and wanted friends all the time. God above will tell me what made me do these terrible things. I couldn’t have been in my right mind when I did them. I loved all people so much.”

Her lawyers kept up the desperate battle for Anna’s life, claiming that she was “tried as a hunted animal,” because the introduction of the other murders as evidence had biased the jury beyond all hope. As Anna’s execution date loomed nearer and nearer, they took their protestations to the governor of Ohio to see if he would reduce Anna’s sentence to life in prison. Anna was convinced he would. On December 1, Oscar testified in front of the governor’s executive secretary, asking for his mother’s life as a Christmas present.

The sentimental display didn’t work. When Anna learned her final bid for life had failed, she collapsed, screaming, “Oh my God! I didn’t think he could do that to me! He should let me live for my boy!”

Anna had always been a shape-shifter. She had a psychopath’s charm: it could be directed with laser-like precision, and if she focused it on someone, they became convinced that she was warm, loving, vivacious. If she didn’t bother to charm someone—like her relatives, and various suspicious neighbors—she appeared secretive and devious, a “strange woman” who wore fake nurse’s uniforms and seemed weirdly unmoved when her elderly friends died. And now, with all hope gone, a new Anna emerged—wild, hopeless, completely undone. She would pace around her cell in the middle of the night, sobbing and chain-smoking cigarettes. At points, she would cry out, “My God! What about Oscar?”

“In her last twenty-four hours,” reported one of the matrons who guarded her, “Anna Hahn changed from the poised, confident, proud, and even vain woman she had been continuously since she was first arrested into a little witch—a demon with a wild look in her eyes. When she knew the jig was up, she became the true Anna.”

Beneath the Mask

The day before her execution, Anna and Oscar spent hours together. Anna couldn’t touch her lunch. When visiting hours ended, and the matrons began to hint it was time for Oscar to leave, Anna started kissing Oscar’s face repeatedly.

The matrons told her again that Oscar had to go. She ignored them and continued to kiss him. Finally, one matron had to physically tear Oscar away from her. “Don’t take him from me!” Anna screamed. Oscar wept as he was led from his mother’s cell, and Anna leapt at her matrons with such violence that she had to be injected with a sedative.

For years, Oscar had been her little blond sidekick, accompanying her on the most gruesome of adventures. He was the only family member who never left her. (Hahn, ever passive and forgettable, had slowly drifted out of the papers during the trial.) They say psychopaths don’t feel love, but her last moments with her son imply—if not love, then dependence, even obsession. Anna may have seen Oscar as an extension of herself, a tiny mirror she’d created with her shadow lover, an escape hatch. But at the end, she lost the willing little actor who kept begging and begging for her innocence, and then she was truly alone. He was adopted by another family, and they changed his name.

On December 7, 1938, Anna walked down death row, as condemned men wished her “good luck” and “God bless you” from their cells on either side of the corridor. “Goodbye, boys,” she responded. Her hair was disheveled, her face was grey, and she wasn’t wearing the gold cross that she’d worn throughout her trial.

The moment the door to the execution chamber opened, Anna collapsed at the sight of Old Sparky, the electric chair. It had never held a woman before. “Please don’t. Oh, my boy. Think of my boy. Won’t someone, won’t anyone, come and do something for me?” she cried, looking around the room at people who had no ability whatsoever to save her—the attending priest, the three physicians, the horror-struck journalists. “Isn’t there anybody to help me? Anyone, anyone. Is nobody going to help me?”

Throughout her life, Anna Hahn had been utterly callous in the face of death. She could stare at a weakened old man, covered in his own vomit and poisoned by her own hand, and say that she barely knew him. She dealt in death as though it were just another one of her con jobs, like the forgery and the bad checks and the stolen rings. But now that death was staring back at her, Anna couldn’t take it. She had to be carried, thrashing and screaming, to the electric chair.

A guard attached one electrode to a shaved place on her head and a second electrode to her bare calf. As Anna locked eyes with the priest, the guard fitted a black leather mask over her face. The priest asked her to repeat the Lord’s Prayer after him, and she did so, crying behind the mask. Some of the journalists in the room repeated the prayer along with her. As she stumbled over the line “Lead us not into temptation but deliver—” three guards pressed three buttons, and an electric current surged through her body. The sound was “like a Fourth of July sparkler,” according to one of the journalists. Her body rose slightly out of the chair and her thumbs turned upward.

Afterward, the physicians checked for a heartbeat and found none. “I am surprised she broke,” said the warden, who had tears in his eyes. “I had expected her to remain cool.” She’d been cool for years, but Death, of course, would always be more cold-blooded. The warden noted that no convict in the prison’s history had ever been as terrified as Anna Hahn was when she faced the electric chair.
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THE NIGHTINGALE

Oum-El-Hassen

Oum-El-Hassen was a Moroccan dancing girl gone bad. Not “bad,” you know—impudent and bewitching and unrestricted—but bad: evil, heartless, and inscrutable. She began her public life as a gorgeous cabaret girl and ended it with public humiliation, her once-beautiful face veiled in white. Her story trickled down from her trial in Fez to the tiniest American newspapers, like the San Antonio Light and the Oshkosh Daily Northwestern, which reported breathlessly that this famous North African beauty was now the cruelest of them all, but never really stopped to fact-check her story. She was the beauty and the beast, a total enigma, forever doomed to be portrayed through someone else’s eyes.

Oum-El-Hassen, who went professionally by the name Moulay, was born in 1890 in the “white and dazzling” city of Algiers, the coastline capital of Algeria. She grew into an ethereal beauty and a wonderful dancer, and began working as a prostitute at the age of twelve. Before long, she was being lauded as “the most beautiful cabaret girl in Northern Africa.”

Though her role in society was an inherently vulnerable one, Moulay was smart about it. She noted those who were in power, and she chased their loyalty. At the turn of the century, Algeria was part of French North Africa, and so Moulay chose to adore the French—especially French soldiers. Later, a journalist would write that there was a “savage friendship [between] French blood and her own,” and Moulay apparently vowed that she would never sleep with a man who wasn’t a member of the French army. Her loyalty to the soldiers was certainly appreciated, but it was also uninvited. A woman can be loyal to an army, but an army is rarely loyal to a woman.

Years later, the French writer Colette would observe bleakly that if Moulay hadn’t been so shrewd, her life would have followed a sad and familiar arc: beautiful prostitute found dead in a ditch. But Moulay was never fated to be one of that “uncertain and miserable number” of young dead girls. She knew violence was inevitable in her line of work, and so she chose the side of the violent.

One Thousand Frenchmen

Young Moulay was a clever businesswoman, and by the time she reached her twenties, she was running a popular brothel in Fez. Here, she entertained French officers and all sorts of important city officials with “gaiety, luxury, young dancers, fine firm Berber women, inscrutable Chleuhs, passive daughters of the South.” (This description was written by a French journalist, and is perhaps representational of how these French officers interacted with Moulay’s dancers: plucking their favorites from an impersonal and dehumanizing lineup.) Though much of Moulay’s private life is a mystery, we do know that she was in love once. For five years, she lived with a French colonel, and at one point she gave birth to a baby girl, whom she sent back to her sister in Algeria. In general, her life was going well. She was wealthy and respected. And things were about to get better.

On March 30, 1912, Sultan Abdelhafid of Morocco signed the Treaty of Fez without really letting the people of Fez know what was going on. This treaty turned Morocco into a French protectorate, and Moroccan nationalists took the signing as a huge betrayal. They stewed in silence for a week or two—days that were “heavy with menace,” according to an eyewitness—and then, on April 17, Moroccan troops rose up against their French commanders and subsequently “spread to the streets of Fez in search of any European they could find.”

It was a bloodbath. As the rioters streamed through the streets, Moulay turned her back on her countrymen and hid thirty French officers in her brothel instead. When protestors pounded at her door, expecting to search the place, they were shocked to be greeted by Moulay, who was brandishing a gun. She took a bullet in the hand for her pains, but ended up shooting one of the rebels in retaliation. That day, as the officers quivered in her back rooms, over seven hundred people were slaughtered in the streets—mostly Moroccans.

An ocean away, the histrionic American press reported a more colorful version of the story. They claimed that Moulay disguised the officers as prostitutes: shaving their moustaches, dyeing their skin darker, plastering their faces with makeup, cloaking them in wigs and turbans and silk robes, and handing them fans with which to hide their masculine features. She then arranged them into a seductive tableau, carefully positioning her regular girls in front of the soldiers.

And so, the story goes, when the furious rioters broke down the door, they were first distracted by this alluring scene, and then taken aback by Moulay, who was holding a pistol at eye level and daring them to come closer. She demanded they leave her business alone, and then, in a kinder tone, suggested they come back to enjoy her girls another day, when everyone was a bit calmer. Most of the rioters agreed to this idea, but when one showed signs of recognizing a French officer, Moulay shot the Moroccan through the heart.

Drag or no drag, the French were endlessly grateful to Moulay for services rendered. “She is rich, she is loved, she is adulated,” crowed their newspapers. The officers rewarded her with eleven thousand francs, and people started to murmur that she should be appointed to the prestigious Legion of Honor. Moulay herself was incredibly proud of what she’d done, and later changed the number of officers she’d saved from thirty to sixty. But respectable France couldn’t stomach the idea of bequeathing their highest award to a prostitute who ran a cabaret, and so she was ultimately passed over. The rejection “broke her heart,” reported the San Antonio Light, “because it permitted respectable women to snub her.” That was the thing about Moulay: she wanted to be adored, but she chose people who wouldn’t, or couldn’t, openly love her.

Despite this rebuff, Moulay’s passionate loyalty to the visiting army did not abate, and in 1925 she saved French lives again. A high-ranking Moroccan official was planning to kill a garrison of French soldiers by orchestrating a religious uprising during an annual festival, and Moulay caught wind of the plot. She went straight to a French general to warn him, and the general in turn managed to shut down the revolt. Numerically speaking, she’d just done the French an even bigger favor than she had during the 1912 Fez riots. Later, when she had fallen from her “adulated” position, she liked to remind people that she’d saved the lives of “one thousand Frenchmen.”

But for now, she was still famous, beloved by the French army, and queen of the Fez underground. She may have been the madam of a brothel, but she was as respectable and respected as a woman in her position could hope to be.

Then she vanished.

The Body in the Basket

No one really knows why Moulay went deep underground, or what she did there. Maybe she lost a lot of money. Maybe the colonel finally broke her heart. Darker rumors abound: she got mixed up with drug traffickers; she became involved in the “white slavery” trade; she started smoking hashish and sank slowly into the haze of addiction. Eventually, she lost her brothel license and at some point moved out of Fez and relocated to the seedy part of Meknès, a city about fifty miles southwest. She ran her new brothel with the help of a “sordid, fetid” old servant named Mohammed Ben Ali, who quickly became her right-hand man.

This brothel was not the swanky cabaret where Moulay had amused France’s highest-ranking officers with “gaiety, luxury, young dancers.” Instead, her new business was frequented by crueler men who didn’t expect things to be fancy—or even clean. Moulay, for her part, just didn’t seem to care about much anymore.

“The men she receives are demanding, the women she offers them languish,” reported Paris-Soir. Her business was notable for its “grime and beatings” and the “odious practices” of its orgies, and the results showed on the starving, bruised bodies of the girls who worked there. Moulay was paranoid that her girls would secretly beg for help during their “amorous conversations” with patrons, and so she sometimes hid behind a curtain to spy on them.

Perhaps Moulay grew irrationally angry every time she looked at these girls, who were no longer the “fine firm” specimens she’d paraded before the French army years before. These new prostitutes, skinny and damaged, were a visual reminder of her fall from grace. And so she began to abuse them, helped along by Mohammed Ben Ali. The girls were starved and locked up so that they couldn’t escape, and beaten at the slightest provocation. At least seven of them were struck so fiercely and so often they were eventually crippled.

By autumn 1936, Moulay was about forty-six years old. She was no longer supple and young; her looks had “dissolved in the fat of middle age.” Her days of luxury and adulation were far behind her, and her life was filled instead with violence—and one particularly horrible secret.

Children sometimes frolicked in the streets outside Moulay’s brothel, and one day a group of kids stumbled across something that piqued their interest: a heavy basket tied shut with string. They scrambled over each other to open it. Nothing could have prepared them for the contents inside. “Feet, hands, a head and its hair, a torso and young breasts” loomed out of the basket—a sick shadow box, a body in pieces. The broken flesh was surrounded by mint, fennel, and thyme, all stuffed inside the basket to disguise the smell of decay.

Soon the police were knocking on Moulay’s door, demanding an explanation. Moulay received them, haughty and dismissive. Yes, she said, the dead girl was Cherifa, one of her former “boarders”—a euphemism if there ever was one—but she had no idea how Cherifa had ended up in the basket. She then reminded the police that she’d saved the lives of a thousand Frenchman, in case anyone had forgotten to keep track.

Mohammed Ben Ali wasn’t so cool under pressure, and as soon as the police turned to him, he began to babble about revenge and beatings and strangulation. But Moulay silenced him immediately. “Mohammed is a fool,” she said. “He doesn’t know what he’s talking about.”

The skeptical police investigated Moulay’s house anyway. They discovered weapons in Mohammed Ben Ali’s room and a couple of suspicious bloodstains. As they continued to search, they heard strange noises coming from behind one of the walls—a faint scratching, and then a mewling that sounded a lot like a cat.

Moulay told them that it was indeed a cat. She’d been having repairs done on one of the walls, she said, and the feral animal was accidentally plastered up in the process. The police made as if to knock down the walls, and Moulay calmly dissuaded them, saying that she’d already hired a professional to come and free the cat. He would be able to do a cleaner job, she cooed. She was so convincing that the police were about to leave, when from behind the wall, they heard the voice of a child: “Help! There are four of us here and we are dying.”

Colette Attends the Trial

Word of the sensational crime spread quickly across the city, and Moulay became a celebrity once again. This time, it was an unpleasant fame. Hustlers began selling jewels to the morbidly curious, swearing that they were “snatched from the throat” of Moulay herself. In anticipation of drama, gory details, and general human tragedy, the French papers sent their best journalists to Fez to cover the trial.

The celebrated French writer Colette showed up in Morocco less interested in the back-and-forth legalities of the trial and more interested in knowing the unknowable Oum-El-Hassen. In the courtroom, Colette sat very near to Moulay—so close she could have touched her—and eyed the now forty-eight-year-old woman like a hawk. Moulay was dressed entirely in spotless white robes. She held a white handkerchief over her mouth, so that the only visible parts of her face were her curved nose and her “very dark green-brown eyes, lavishly treated with blue kohl.” But when she lifted away the handkerchief to speak, all traces of elegance were lost: she was missing teeth, and her mouth was “flat, ungracious, made for gossiping, invective and—perhaps—cruelty.”

There was a horrific spread of evidence at the front of the courtroom: a little shrine of household items allegedly used to kill and dismember poor Cherifa. There was the infamous basket that held Cherifa’s hacked-up body, a pot in which Cherifa was supposed to have been boiled, a knife, a revolver, a garrote, and a “pestle for grinding scalps rather than almonds.” Saddest of all were the pink and white pieces of cotton that had been wrapped around the mutilated limbs. There was no sign of blood on any of this fabric because, according to Mohammed Ben Ali, Cherifa had been too thin to bleed.

The murder of this dancing girl appeared to be merely a synecdoche for Moulay’s “chamber of horrors” as a whole. Everybody was pretty certain that Moulay had killed again and again during her time in Meknès. After all, only about half of her “boarders” were accounted for. The prosecutor, M. Julin, announced, “Of 14 girls known to have been inmates of this house in a year, three have disappeared, four are dead, and seven have been tortured so badly that they will be invalids for life. Once a girl entered this haunt she was never seen again outside.”

Another of the dead girls was finally identified: her name was Aicha, and she was a dancer at Moulay’s house of horrors long before Cherifa arrived, but “lost her health and looks under the abuse until she was no longer of interest to the guests.” With no use for Aicha anymore, Moulay allegedly murdered her with a loaf of bread stuffed full of strychnine.

Aicha and Cherifa were, at the very least, named in the press, but Moulay’s other victims were fated to remain nameless forever. Her business was a place of utter darkness, a fetid drain where the poorest and youngest beauties of society seemed to catch, spin, and disappear. The details of the other two deaths—as well as those three missing girls—never surfaced, and no one came forward to mourn them.

The Hot Tea Dance

Neither Colette nor the French reporter Paul Boué—on location for Paris-Soir and calling in his reporting by phone—provided a detailed narrative of the night Cherifa died. (We do, however, have a date: November 21, 1936.) Somehow, though, a dramatic retelling of that fateful night wended its way into the American press. The account is more interesting for its speculative detail than for its accuracy—the American journalist seems to be trying to cram every exotic cliché he can into the story—and so it ends up telling us more about the Western press’s opinion of Moulay than about Moulay herself. This is both intriguing and torturous. We want to know what happened, but instead, we get a flattened, exoticized, eroticized story of a girl who dances like a trapped princess and a woman with the cruelty and heartlessness of a witch.

Cherifa was a such a talented dancer, the story goes, that she was often forced to perform an elaborate ritual for clients called the Hot Tea Dance, which was invented by Moulay herself. During this performance, Cherifa was stripped naked, and Moulay placed a tray loaded with cups of boiling mint tea on the girl’s head. Thus burdened, Cherifa was required to dance and perform acrobatic tricks without scalding herself. She managed to complete the routine about once every four times, but she was usually burned.

One evening, Moulay was entertaining some particularly important guest who was high on hashish and feeling exceptionally cruel. The tense spectacle of the Hot Tea Dance wasn’t doing it for him that night, so he topped it off with a little entertainment of his own invention: sticking pins into Cherifa’s naked back, heating them with a cigarette lighter, and watching her squirm.

Cherifa snapped. As the man busied himself with one of the pins, she spun around and, with an acrobat’s strength, punched him right in the stomach. When he crumpled, she kicked him so hard in the chin that she almost broke his neck. Before she could finish him off, Moulay and Mohammed sprang on the rebellious girl—and that was the beginning of the end.

Though this story may well be fictionalized, it alludes to a surprising number of truths hidden between the accounts of mint tea and sinuous nude dancing. We know that Cherifa was brutalized, starved, and forced to sleep with horrible men. We know that Moulay was a wicked mastermind who used her creativity and intellect to please her clients. The tea tray and the cigarette lighter add color, but they’re not the real point of the story. What’s important here is that Moulay, once again, aligned herself with the victimizer, not the victim.

Speaking of reportage, though: what of the Moroccan press? Where are the accounts written in Arabic about Cherifa’s murder, about Moulay’s ghastly brothel? As a matter of fact, there was almost no large-scale Arabic-language Moroccan press extant in Moulay’s day. Since Morocco was a French protectorate, there were French papers published in Morocco, but those mainly targeted, well, the French. Attempts by nationalists to run Arabic-language papers were frequently squelched by French colonial authorities in order to ensure that the idea of protectorate as ideal state wasn’t challenged. So what we know of Moulay, we know in French or English. Colette’s account (written in French) is the best we have, but even though her reportage is at times quite empathetic, and though she takes the devastating effects of colonialism into account, she is not Moulay’s countrywoman. What we’re left with is an imperfect portrait of a strange, cruel woman who never did manage to break free from the tentacles of the country she loved—or pretended to love, or was forced to love—not even in print.

In the courtroom, Mohammed Ben Ali—who had tried to admit everything to the police earlier—was more than willing to keep talking. He even stood at the front of the room and acted out the murder for the benefit of his disgusted and fascinated audience. According to Ben Ali, once he and Moulay grew tired of kicking and beating Cherifa, they each picked up one end of a garrote and wrapped it around the girl’s neck. Slowly, patiently, they pulled the cord in opposite directions. Later, the two dismembered her, “boiled the remains for twenty-four hours to make them unrecognizable,” and then packed her away in the basket full of herbs. But they were remarkably careless with the body: not only did they fail at rendering the remains “unrecognizable,” but they barely bothered to hide the basket. Cherifa’s broken body could no longer bring in money, and so it meant nothing to them.

“The Proper Fashion”

There were plenty of witnesses against Moulay, but the most pitiful ones were the emaciated children who had been pulled from behind her wall. In court, people were astounded by their thinness, their raw animal terror—one of the girls burst out screaming when she saw Moulay in the courtroom—but what nobody expected was that these children, who had seen it all happen through a crack in the plaster, had nothing to say. They had been so starved and abused that they hardly had the capacity to form memories, much less recall and process them on command. “They barely murmur, wail quietly, prostrated,” Colette wrote. When asked why they didn’t try to run away, they responded, “We didn’t think about it,” or, “Impossible, we were too weak.” Colette rather callously saw them as “graceful cattle, but cattle whose impenetrable crushing stupidity is utterly loathsome.”

You get the sense, reading over the trial, that these children were something like blank slates, wiped bare by months of torture. When they were rescued, the heaviest of them weighed no more than seventy pounds. “Victim? Certainly,” wrote Colette of the only boy, a thirteen-year-old named Driss, who tottered and gasped at the witness stand. “But a victim without memory; he has forgotten the dungeon, the lice, the itching, the hunger, the torture.”

Moulay was visibly disdainful of these child witnesses, her old employees. Watching her, Colette noted that Moulay had no sense of guilt about the way she’d treated them. For Moulay, abuse was simply a natural part of the world she knew. It was the way one ran a brothel. “What words or images can we use to make Oum-El-Hassen understand what we mean by cruelty, and how could the accused murderer and torturer communicate to us her conviction that she is innocent?” asked Colette. Moulay seemed to believe that prostitutes should know their place in public, and she was appalled by the trembling and wailing of her former boarders. “Let them entrust this shrieking girl to Oum-El-Hassen and they’ll see how to educate them in the proper fashion,” wrote Colette, speculating about Moulay’s thought process. “A touch of torture, starvation, some shutting away.”

Moulay’s actions imply that she cared desperately about following the rules—and not just any rules, but the French rules. She informed on the uprising, as dutiful as a telltale child. She eavesdropped on her girls to make sure they followed her instructions, which were simple: pleasure the clients and don’t try to escape. But her reliance on the rules was a doomed one, for the game she was playing was rigged. The scholar Marnia Lazreg writes that “the colonial view of prostitution was marked not only by a deliberate neglect of the ways in which colonialism contributes to a flourishing, if not encouraging, of this activity, but also by a constant desire to define prostitution as a sign of deficient moral standards among native people.” French soldiers may have paid her rent for a while, but they would never truly claim her as one of their own. She was too contaminated.

Was Moulay so careful about rules because she genuinely bought into this system of colonialism? Or was her loyalty given coldly and calculatingly—you know, betting on the side of the victor? It seems she chose the side of the French as a careful gamble: she would be good to them now, and they would be good to her later. But what a gamble to make, counting on the loyalty of a colonizing nation.

For her entire life, Moulay’s position was marked by abuse from above and below. She was colonized; she was colonizer. In 1933, a few years after Moulay warned her Frenchmen about the religious uprising, one journalist lamented over the state of the average Moroccan woman, who was “stuck in a medieval routine” and could “neither read nor write, stays imprisoned in her house.” Contrast this with Moulay, who was not the imprisoned woman, but the jail keeper herself. She was liberated from the home, but bought—too fully—into another system of oppression. Though she avoided being one of that “uncertain and miserable number” of dead girls, she contributed to the miserable number. In these economies of flesh, where everyone is feeding off everyone else, a dreadful question starts to emerge: is a life of comparative freedom (Moulay) only able to be purchased with the life of another (Cherifa)? The violence begins to feel inevitable, even mathematical—a horrible equation of power.

In court, a few folks testified about Moulay’s character—or rather, her properness, which was her real defense. If she was a proper woman and ran a proper house, how could she be criticized? Proper women can’t be executed, can they? But the searing disappointment of the trial, for Moulay, was the fact that none of her beloved officers showed up to defend her. Several of them were summoned, but not one of her clients or lovers appeared in court to explain how valuable she was to them, and how good. It was quite possibly the great betrayal of her life, and when she realized it, she wept into her white silk handkerchief.

White Silks

Moulay was skewered in the press throughout the trial. Everyone focused on the cruel corrosion of her looks, emphasizing that she used to be beautiful and talented and popular but that now she was evil both inside and out: the “once-glamorous” courtesan gone really, really bad. People even linked the loss of her looks to the increase in her cruelty. “After she lost her beauty she opened a house of prostitution,” ran the Oshkosh Daily Northwestern, a bit smugly.

The most compelling insight into Moulay’s interiority comes from Colette’s cold but beautifully written reportage—and even though Colette sat next to the murderess for hours, watching the intricate play of emotions in her eyes, it’s still only speculation. In her coverage of the case, Colette puts forth a sort of theory of Moulay’s cruelty, saying that Moulay considered brutality to be a rite of passage for young, beautiful women who put themselves in the way of men. “What we call cruelty was the ordinary, bloody, and joyous currency of her life from infancy: the blows, the cord tying the slender limbs, the harsh male embrace, the passion she had for following . . . our first French contingents,” wrote Colette. “All that kills, wounds, withers was her first lot as an adventurous girl.” Moulay’s world taught her that women were “creatures who strictly speaking have no value,” and she internalized this message and passed it on to her boarders. “Where could she have learned that punishment exercised on women . . . has any limits?” Colette wondered. What she learned of violence, she probably learned from the French contingents, who were marching through her streets and paying her to spend the night with her North African girls.

Her devotion to the French was finally rewarded, however: she escaped the guillotine and was only sentenced to fifteen years in prison. (Mohammed got away with ten years.) Once her story reached the United States, it ballooned to mythical proportions: the number of victims attributed to her hovered around one hundred, and at least one paper ran a piece claiming that she had been guillotined. The same article reported that, at her execution, her beloved colonel was “seen to dabble his eyes.”

The misinformation about Moulay only contributed to the sense of enigma and exoticism that hovered around her. Even Colette couldn’t help comparing the trial to something out of the Thousand and One Nights. To this day, Morocco still appears sinuous and strange in the Western imagination; descriptions of Fez have hardly changed since Colette wandered, a wide-eyed product of her colonizing motherland, through its streets. (In 2007, the New York Times described Fez with breathless amazement, writing that the city’s “shrouded figures and forgotten passages can seem impossible to decipher—yet tinged with a deep enchantment.”) When Western sources retold Moulay’s story, the details about smoky hashish, supple dancing girls, and scalding mint tea all fit nicely into the perennially popular fetish of the exotic woman, playing out against the backdrop of a very strong, very manly, very European army. At the end of the day, what was Moulay to the Oshkosh Daily Northwestern but a “shrouded figure” from a fairy tale?

But the true mystery of Moulay isn’t her exoticism. It’s her motives, which will always be closed to us. Who did she kill to please? Her clients? Her own dark urges? The French? And why? We can only guess at the forces that made her so willing to take a bullet in the hand for the officers of an invading army. We don’t know what happened between Moulay and her love, the colonel. We can speculate that she felt broken, abandoned, and haunted by the memories of her glory days, when she was beautiful and when all the soldiers wanted her. But all we can really rely on is the image of her in the courtroom, surrounded by her own instruments of torture, weeping into her white silks.

So Moulay went to prison, and the world wondered why she didn’t get the death penalty. Some suspected that she knew more than she was letting on—perhaps she was privy to some “political dynamite”?—or that she still had friends in high places who would have retaliated if the French executed her. But no one reached down from on high to hand Moulay a pardon, so off to jail she went, and she was never heard from again, at least not in “proper” society.

Perhaps her colonel finally appeared to her, tore down the walls of her prison, and stole her away into the warm night air. But if not, Moulay stumbled out of her cell at the end of her sentence and vanished, a second time, into the underbelly of the world that raised and destroyed her.
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HIGH PRIESTESS OF THE BLUEBEARD CLIQUE

Tillie Klimek

If you were a woman who wanted to kill her husband, Chicago in the 1920s was the place to be. All you had to do was shoot the cheating bastard in the back of the head and then show up in court, fragrant with perfume and biting your lip in remorse. Your lawyers might ask you to marcel your hair, taking inspiration from the lovely murderesses that walked free before you, like “Stylish Belva” Gaertner and “Beautiful Beulah” Annan—the women who inspired the play Chicago. The all-male jury would glance approvingly at your silken ankles as you crossed them, visibly trembling. Go on, let a single tear roll down the side of your perfect nose. You’ll go free—but only if you are very, very beautiful.

Tillie Klimek was not beautiful. At forty-five, she was worn down by childbearing, housekeeping, and four suspiciously troubled marriages. She was cursed with a “lumpy figure” and a “greasy complexion.” She held petty grudges. She seemed like someone who knew a thing or two about the occult. And she had the audacity to play the husband-killing game without knowing the rules.

Coffin, For Sale, $30

Tillie came to the United States when she was about a year old as part of the first wave of Polish immigration to Chicago. This initial movement, which occurred from the 1850s to the early 1920s, was known as za chlebem—“for bread”—and it was largely an immigration of the lower classes. Tillie never learned to speak English perfectly, and later in life, people would accuse her and her family of having the “air of peasants.”

As an adult, Tillie’s life seemed unremarkable, especially against the breakneck backdrop of Chicago. Bootlegging raged, Al Capone ruled, rival newspapermen shot each other on the bus, and murders by women jumped four hundred percent in forty years. So when Tillie’s first husband died in 1914, nobody panicked. When she remarried in a month and lost her second husband ninety days later, nobody said a thing. Violence ran like an artery through the city; there was nothing terribly shocking about the Polish woman who’d just pocketed about three thousand dollars in insurance money and dead men’s savings.

Tillie didn’t mind flying under the radar, especially since she never had trouble attracting the people she was most interested in: unmarried men. Even though people would later tear into her looks, she certainly possessed her own brand of allure, as she was never lacking for husbands and lovers. Her eyes, especially, were hauntingly pretty (though that might be simple hindsight bias—or, to use an even better term, “creeping determinism”—since now, when we stare into her eyes, we recognize her as a killer). She took her widow’s money and spent some of it on a romantic trip to Milwaukee with her latest lover, Joseph Guskowski, hoping he’d soon become husband number three.

Alas, the charms of Milwaukee failed to work their magic on Guskowski, because he didn’t propose, and didn’t propose, and didn’t propose. Tillie started to get irritated. She’d spent all this money on a vacation, and no ring? So as they made their way back to Chicago, she tried to terrify Guskowski into submission by informing him that her first two husbands hadn’t died naturally. They’d been poisoned, she told him. Repeatedly. By her.

Guskowski panicked. If he was reluctant about proposing earlier, he was certainly not going to marry her now. When Tillie realized her mistake, she threatened him with prosecution under the Mann Act, which was supposed to save women from prostitution but was actually used to prosecute many forms of “immorality,” including consensual adult sexual behavior. Oh yeah? Guskowski replied. If she dared to prosecute him, he’d take her straight to the police and expose her for the murderess that she wa—

Apparently Guskowski never stopped to think that angering Tillie might be a horrible idea, because a few days later, their argument ended for good when he dropped dead.

By 1919, Tillie was a newlywed again. She and her third husband, Frank Kupezyk, moved to Chicago’s 924 North Winchester Avenue, a building known to this day as Old Lady Tillie Klimek’s Haunted House. Their marriage wasn’t altogether happy, and Tillie soon took a lover named John, who would stop by to smooch Tillie on the porch after Kupezyk had gone to work. (Neighbors noticed.) Life went on—normally, if not ideally—until two years into their marriage, when Kupezyk fell desperately ill.

One afternoon, as her husband lay sick in bed, Tillie came bounding out of her apartment, waving the newspaper. She showed it to her landlady, who was shocked to see Tillie pointing to an ad for a thirty-dollar coffin. The coffin was a steal, and Tillie declared that she was going to buy it. “My man, he’s got only two inches to live,” she informed the horrified woman. She also bought a few yards of expensive black fabric and sat by Kupezyk’s sickbed, humming as she sewed herself a lovely funeral hat.

Kupezyk died on April 25, 1921, and while he lay stiffly in the living room, dressed in his funereal finest, Tillie blasted dance music from her Victrola. At one point, she even reached into her husband’s coffin, grabbed his ear, and shouted, “You devil, you won’t get up anymore!” As soon as he was in the ground, she collected $675 in life insurance and went searching for her next man.

But rumors began to circulate around Tillie’s neighborhood. How had she known her husband was so close to death? People started whispering that she was psychic, that she could see death coming down the pipeline just in time to buy a cheap coffin. Of course, Tillie only knew that Kupezyk was “two inches” from death because she’d been poisoning him like clockwork. But to her credulous neighbors, the woman appeared omniscient.

Rough on Rats

One of the attendees at Kupezyk’s funeral was a gentle, hardworking, fifty-year-old widower named Joseph Klimek. Some called him an alcoholic, but he stridently denied those charges. Klimek didn’t really care about paying his respects to Kupezyk; he’d come to the funeral to set eyes on the newly single Tillie. His friends were nudging him in Tillie’s direction, and after years of bachelorhood, the idea of a wife was comforting to Klimek.

After the service, Tillie didn’t stay to flirt. “She felt too bad to see people,” Klimek explained later. But after a few weeks of gentle pursuit, Tillie agreed to marry him. Klimek was overjoyed; his days of loneliness were over forever. “I married Tillie for a home,” he said. And what a cozy home it was! He appreciated her skill with the crochet hook, and he loved her cooking.

Sure, Tillie had a past, but Klimek didn’t care about her former lovers. She was reformed. He was sure of it. “As soon as we were married, she burned up all the photographs of her husbands and her man friends,” he said. “And she tore up all her letters. She had my picture over the mantel; that was all.”

Unbeknownst to the romantic Klimek, Tillie wasn’t so happy with her little slice of domestic bliss. She began complaining to her cousin, Nellie Koulik, who had a dead husband of her own under her belt. When Nellie suggested a divorce, Tillie responded, “No, I will get rid of him some other way.” Nellie knew exactly what she meant, and before Tillie left, Nellie slipped her a little tin of powder marked ROUGH ON RATS. It was a household poison made up of arsenic tinted black with coal, easy to purchase at any friendly neighborhood drugstore, and it had an eye-catching logo: a rat, dead on its back, overlaid with the slogan: DON’T DIE IN THE HOUSE. Nellie always kept some on hand. UNBEATABLE EXTERMINATOR, ran the text beneath the logo. THE OLD RELIABLE THAT NEVER FAILS.

Tillie went home and began to whip up a series of wonderful, home-cooked meals for Klimek, each one seasoned with a healthy dash of Rough on Rats. Klimek ate and ate, growing sicker and sicker. His legs stiffened and his breath began to smell like garlic—two of the more innocuous signs of arsenic poisoning. Around that time, two of his pet dogs died suddenly.

Klimek’s insurance money was practically glimmering on the horizon when his brother John ruined everything by getting suspicious. Despite Tillie’s loud objections that she could nurse Klimek herself, thank you very much, John insisted on bringing in his own doctor to take a look at his brother. The doctor immediately recognized the symptoms of arsenic poisoning and whisked Joseph away to the hospital, notifying the police in the process.

On October 26, 1922, Tillie was arrested for the attempted murder of Joseph Klimek. The following day, her cousin Nellie was arrested for providing her with the arsenic. While Tillie was carted away in the squad car, she turned to the officer next to her. “The next one I want to cook a dinner for is you,” she said. “You made all my trouble.”

Exhumations

It soon became apparent that Joseph Klimek’s poisoning wasn’t an isolated incident. Anonymous letters begged the police to dig up the bodies of Tillie’s third husband, old Frank Kupezyk, and Nellie’s first. Lo and behold, their corpses were marbled with arsenic. Clearly, Tillie had enemies who had long suspected that her “psychic” qualities were rooted in murder. (“Don’t die in the house!”) Newspaper headlines began to take on a Frankensteinian quality: BODIES OF MATES OF PAIR ORDERED DUG UP; 3 MORE BODIES TO BE EXHUMED IN KLIMEK CASE; BODIES OF OTHER RELATIVES WILL BE EXHUMED.

Meanwhile, Tillie was taken to the hospital to see her last living spouse. Did she feel bad for trying to murder him? She did not. As he plied her with furious questions, she replied, “I don’t know. Don’t bother me anymore.” When she overheard him asking a nurse for a glass of water, Tillie shouted at the nurse, “If he makes any trouble for you, take a two-by-four board and hit him over the head with it!” Still, she kissed him before she left, baffling onlookers.

It soon became clear that Tillie had killed more than just her husbands. As the police were busily exhuming bodies, two of Tillie’s cousins showed up at the station and told them to dig deeper. They claimed that Tillie had killed four of their siblings, all of whom died after a creepy dinner party at Tillie’s place. Tillie had been in an argument with their mother, and took her rage out on the children by serving them poisoned food.

A common thread was emerging among many of Tillie’s crimes: petty revenge. She killed Joseph Guskowski because she felt snubbed by his lack of engagement ring, and she grew so furious over minor slights and disagreements that it was dangerous to be around her when she was in a bad mood. Two of her neighbors came forward to tell the police that they fell deathly ill after Tillie fed them poisoned candy. One woman said it was because she and Tillie had gotten into an argument, and the other claimed that Tillie had spotted her talking to Klimek and hadn’t liked it.

As Tillie and Nellie were formally charged with murder—Tillie for the murder of Frank Kupezyk and Nellie for the murder of her first husband—the exhumations took an even more disturbing turn. “Poison mystery trails” led detectives to three tiny graves: those of Nellie’s twin infants and granddaughter. Nellie had given birth to the twins while she was still married to her first husband, but he refused to acknowledge them as his. (At the time, Nellie was already embroiled in a tempestuous affair with the man who would become her second husband, Albert Koulik.) One of the twins died at eight months; the other died a month later. The third dead baby, the grandchild, was allegedly poisoned after Nellie’s daughter criticized Nellie for “her manner of living.” Just like her murderous cousin, Nellie had a quick trigger finger and a low tolerance for disagreement.

The police could barely keep up with the accusations that were now pouring in. It was like a dam had broken in Tillie’s community, and people finally felt free to confess their deepest, darkest suspicions about their allegedly psychic neighbor and her child-killing cousin. Everyone was sure they were being poisoned. One of Nellie’s sons suspected that his mother had been slowly poisoning him. One of Nellie’s daughters suspected Tillie of poisoning her. Even Nellie’s sister, Cornelia, was brought into jail because her son-in-law was convinced she’d been giving him poisoned moonshine. Poison, poison everywhere, and not a drop to drink! The total alleged victim count hovered at twenty: twelve dead, seven alive but in poor health, and one missing (a mystery man known only as “Meyers,” suspected to be another husband or lover of Tillie’s). And that’s just counting humans. One neighbor claimed that their dog had died suddenly after Tillie “voiced objections” to its obnoxious barking.

The community had gone poison mad—and to the police, the situation felt almost unstoppable. They began to talk of a witchy “poison belt” that stretched throughout Chicago’s Little Poland, with Tillie ruling over it as the “high priestess of the Bluebeard clique.” The cousins were now facing the gallows.

“They Just Died Same as Other People”

In jail, the accused women exhibited very different personalities. Nellie smiled more, spoke less English, and was prone to hysterics. She allowed photographers to take her picture, but not until she’d slicked back her hair. When asked about the case, she insisted that her accusing son had simply made a “joke” that the “big men” were taking too seriously. In contrast, Tillie was silent, controlled, and defiant, an “automaton of emotions.” The only time she showed any real feeling was when she burst out in her own defense: “I didn’t rob nobody! I didn’t shoot nobody; I didn’t poison nobody; I didn’t kill nobody. I didn’t! Everybody pick on me. Everybody make eyes at me like they going to eat me. Why do they make eyes at me? I tell the truth. Anything I did I did to myself. Nobody else.”

The prosecutor assigned to the case—William McLaughlin, assistant state’s attorney—was out for Tillie’s blood. McLaughlin had a knack for hyperbole and seemed determined to secure his own immortalization through this trial. He fed journalists the melodramatic quotes they wanted to hear, calling it “the most astounding wholesale poisoning plot ever uncovered” and “the most amazing death plot in recent criminal history.” He claimed that the cousins threw “poison parties” at which they fed arsenic-drenched entrees to large swathes of relatives. In fact, he was convinced that Little Poland was haunted by an entire network of female Bluebeards, and that Tillie and Nellie were simply the (crude, unattractive) tip of the iceberg. He wouldn’t be satisfied with a life sentence for Tillie, either. He wanted her to hang.

Outside of the courtroom, several of Chicago’s feisty “girl reporters” were hot on the case, including the amazing Genevieve Forbes, who worked the crime beat in an era when women simply were not on the crime beat. Forbes scored a series of intimate interviews: she talked to Joseph Klimek in the hospital, she tracked down Tillie’s distraught parents, and, finally, she got an audience with Tillie herself.

With her merciless journalist’s eye, Forbes recognized nuances in Tillie that no one else bothered to understand. She saw Tillie as a dangerous, vengeful woman who used poison as a means of assuaging her wounded pride and who held her secrets close to her chest. She tore into Tillie’s looks—“a fat, squat, Polish peasant woman, 45 years old but looking 55, with a lumpy figure, capacious hands and feet, and dull brown hair skinned back into a knot at the back of her head”—but grudgingly acknowledged her secretive intelligence. “Tillie Klimek is a spectator at her own drama,” she wrote.

The court never gave Tillie that sort of credit, and the trial took a distasteful turn when the judge asked for a “psychopathic lab report” on the two accused women. According to the examining doctor, both women were “sub-normal mentally and sufferers from dementia praecox,” with intellects no higher than those of an eleven-year-old child. The judge took the whole thing a step further by bringing up one of the era’s pet subject: eugenics. He was irritated because one of Nellie’s sons had already been declared “of feeble mind” years before, and he was convinced that criminality ran in this family’s DNA. “If we had a fieldworker, a eugenics expert, to check up on the history of this whole family at the time one moron was discovered, then the police might have been warned to watch this woman,” he said. “When we find one case we can seek out and locate the nest.”

Note that neither of these women spoke perfect English. If their examination had been conducted in English, it’s quite possible they would have simply been unable to complete it properly. It does seem like Nellie was significantly more naïve than her cousin, but Tillie was no fool, and the lab report especially underestimated her. “She has brains,” Forbes had noted, “and they are the yardsticks for her emotions.” But she wasn’t fluent, and she didn’t want to explain herself anyway, so the court insisted that her crimes were the result of a childlike intellect—or the sloppy, disagreeable work of a peasant.

Since Chicago was so thoroughly out of control in the 1920s, it’s not surprising that Tillie’s trial turned into something of a circus. On numerous occasions, the judge was forced to yell, “This is not a theater!” Oh, but it was. The witnesses against Tillie included gossipy neighbors, three grave diggers, and a “lady undertaker,” and the audience was obsessed with them. One of the grave diggers scandalized the court with his tale of Tillie’s lover John, who often visited Tillie after Frank Kupezyk left for work. “Once I seen him kiss her,” said the grave digger. When the prosecutor asked what happened next, the grave digger replied, “Why then, Tillie put up some newspapers in front of the window, so I couldn’t see in.” Everybody cracked up at that—even Tillie.

But by the end of the trial, nobody was laughing, and even Tillie’s impassive demeanor was starting to splinter. When the coroner’s chemist swore he’d found arsenic in the bodies of all three of her husbands, she finally began to exhibit signs of anxiety. Still, she gave her own solid defense, wearing the fateful black hat that she’d sewn next to Kupezyk’s deathbed. She insisted that Kupezyk died of alcohol poisoning and denied culpability in each one of her other husbands’ deaths. “I loved them; they loved me. They just died same as other people,” she said. “I not responsible for that. I could no [sic] help if they wanted to die.”

McLaughlin was practically begging the jury for the death penalty. He was sick and tired of women getting away with murder. “Gentlemen, the death penalty has never been inflicted upon a woman in this state,” he cried. “This defendant is like a good many other women in this town. She thinks she can get away with it. There are a lot of women, gentlemen, who are awaiting your verdict in this case. I feel that the death penalty should be inflicted, and I mean it.”

He was right: Tillie was exactly like “a good many other women in this town,” in that she was a husband killer. Four hundred percent, remember? But unlike many of the other women, who wept and flirted from the witness stand, Tillie did not, in fact, “get away with it.” She received a guilty verdict for the murder of Frank Kupezyk and was sentenced to life in prison—the harshest sentence ever given to a woman in Cook County at the time.

No Beauty

Nellie’s trial was something of a mess. Maybe the court never took her as seriously as Tillie, the ice queen, because despite the fact that her own kids testified against her, Nellie walked free. Once she was acquitted of the charge of giving Tillie poison, McLaughlin wearily dropped the other charge against her. Her first husband’s body was undeniably full of arsenic, but nobody felt like delving into this supposed “Bluebeard clique” any further now that its high priestess was in jail.

Other murderesses were filing into the courthouse now, and they were much easier on the eyes. In two short years, “Stylish Belva” Gaertner and “Beautiful Beulah” Annan would be preening behind the bars of the same jail, posing for reporters in their slips and using every feminine wile in the book (including, but not limited to: tears, fashionable hats, and great tailoring) to walk free.

This was the ugly truth behind the verdict: Tillie may never have been locked up for life if she had been more attractive. Yes, she was clearly guilty, but Chicago had dealt with guilty husband killers before, and the pretty ones consistently walked free. Twenty-eight women had been acquitted of murder in Cook County alone in recent years, and they were all good-looking. The latest woman to be released was Cora Orthwein, a “dashing, well dressed north side beauty.” Only four had been found guilty before Tillie came along: Hilda Axlund (“not a beauty”), Vera Trepannier (“more than middle aged”), Emma Simpson (“judged insane”), and Dora Waterman (“no beauty”).

Of course, though Tillie was only technically on trial for the murder of Frank Kupezyk, it was pretty clear to most observers that she was a serial killer—and not just a serial killer, people thought, but the mastermind behind an entire “poison ring.” Even so, both the press and the courtroom loved the passionate violence of women who killed husbands and lovers, which is exactly what Tillie did. Orthwein, for example, shot her lover after a night of boozing and ferocious fighting. Who’s to say that if Tillie had been young and blushing, her story wouldn’t have been framed differently, despite its higher rate of violence? They might have portrayed her as a delicate husband seeker, continually offended by her coarse peasant lovers. A serial lover who just happened to kill.

The courts and the press were well aware of their bias, but they also seemed to revel in it. There was something so sexy about a bad woman going free. Society’s moral outrage was reserved for women like Tillie, who didn’t look good doing evil things. A Tribune column called “A Line o’ Type or Two” published a vicious telegram mocking Chicago for the ugliness of its latest murderess: “Chicago’s bid for fame in boosting Tillie Klimek will fall flat,” it ran. “Suggest you have eligibility classes as to beauty, social standing, and so forth before allowing any more murders.”

After one especially ridiculous trial, where two gorgeous blonde sisters were acquitted of murder, the irritated prosecutor remarked that “blonde curls or dark eyes seem to have a faculty of making juries forget the most clinching evidence.” Genevieve Forbes put it the most bluntly: “Tillie Klimek went to the penitentiary because she had never gone to a beauty parlor.”

The Devil Won’t Get Up

One point that apparently never came up at the trial was the question of abuse. Most of the evidence pointed to money as Tillie’s motive, since she collected tidy little sums after each husband’s death. Because of this, perhaps the court didn’t feel the need to delve further into her psyche. But concurrent juries were extraordinarily sympathetic to any whiff of spousal abuse in these husband-killing cases, so one wonders why it wasn’t ever mentioned by Tillie’s defense. After all, both Tillie and her parents insisted that Klimek and Kupezyk were no-good alcoholics, and then there was that whole business of Tillie yelling in Kupezyk’s dead ear, “You devil, you won’t get up anymore.” Did she kill solely for money and revenge, or was she running from a devil or two?

Money certainly wasn’t her only motivation, as there were plenty of times when Tillie killed with no hope of a life insurance payout. She held overblown grudges and used poison to silence anyone who irritated her, whether it was a neighbor who dared to flirt with her husband or a dog that wouldn’t stop barking. Genevieve Forbes, at least, certainly seemed to think Tillie was an enigma that hadn’t been solved yet. But the city at large was ready to move on to prettier criminals. For a while, they’d focused on Tillie’s crimes and her looks, but no one was terribly concerned with her demons. So they labeled her “squat” and “ugly” and locked her up for life.

Tillie led a peaceful life in prison; she told Forbes a few years later that she was all caught up on her spring sewing and enjoyed the prison food. She spent thirteen years in jail while the public zeroed in on bigger, sexier murder cases, and then died in prison on November 20, 1936. The newspapers listed her age as four years older than she actually was. In death, as in life, nobody cared much about making Tillie look good.

Despite whatever mild domesticity Tillie displayed in jail, she still harbored a secret or two. After all, her alleged lover “Meyers” was never found. And a few years after the trial, when her last husband finally passed away, the doctors reported that he had succumbed to tonsillitis. But when they cut him open and examined his insides, they found that Joseph Klimek’s weakened body was still absolutely full of arsenic.
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SORCERESS OF KILKENNY

Alice Kyteler

Are you hoping to destroy a woman in pre-Enlightenment Europe? You’ve got a few convenient options. You could accuse her of sexual misconduct—always an effective tactic. You could claim that she killed her baby. Or you could bundle all your allegations into one dramatic package, dripping with sex and superstition, and call her a witch—then dust off your hands and let the mob take over as you settle down to enjoy a warm bowl of sheep’s head broth.

The woman at the heart of Europe’s first real witch trial may have actually been Europe’s first documented female serial killer, but the theatrical accusations thrown at her—sleeping with demons! Cooking with the brains of unbaptized children!—quickly obscured her real crimes. Dame Alice Kyteler was a quadruple husband-charmer, a fearless social climber, and a dangerous enemy. She was charming, powerful, enterprising, and good with cash. If you look closely at her life, you’ll start to notice patterns, like the fact that she left a number of dead husbands in her wake, but these patterns have faded from the annals of history. What people remember about Alice, when they think of her at all, is that she may or may not have ridden on a greased broomstick.

Centuries after Dame Alice was accused of being the “mother and mistress” of a witch’s coven, it’s easy to read the documentation of her case and feel smugly confident that no, the woman did not offer up nine raw peacock eyes to some dark demonic force nicknamed Robin, Son of Art. She was falsely accused because she had too much money, because society found powerful women dangerous and/or annoying, and because people wanted to steal her land. Her society’s reaction to her was nothing new, either. A thousand years before Alice came along, the Roman poet Juvenal was already muttering that “there is nothing more intolerable than a wealthy woman.”

Outrageous, right? Then again, there were all those dead husbands to consider.

Maleficia

It was nearing the end of the thirteenth century, and the Irish city of Kilkenny was a wonderful place to live. The surrounding countryside was lush and green. An attractive castle loomed nearby, radiating protection, power, and order. And the city was overrun with marriageable men.

Through the streets of this fair city strode Alice Kyteler, sometimes called Dame, sometimes called Lady, proud descendent of Flemish merchants. As a young lady, Alice had plenty of social clout already, due to the fact that she owned land, was related to the Kilkenny sheriff, and boasted a smattering of friends in high places. Her stock continued to rise when she married a rich banker named William Outlawe around 1280; his relatives included people like the lord chancellor of Ireland. The two had a son, William Jr., and Alice lavished her attention and resources on the boy. He would always be her favorite.

After about twenty years of marriage, Outlawe died. Conveniently, William Jr. was now old enough to take over his father’s lands and the family banking business, and Outlawe’s generous will meant that both Alice and her son would be just fine in a pinch. More than fine, actually—they were suddenly richer and more influential than they’d been before his death. It was almost as though losing dear old Dad was a good thing.

Alice rapidly moved on to a new man: Adam le Blond, who came from a powerful landowning family. The newlyweds made a formidable pair, with connections in the very highest social circles; at one point, they even loaned the king, Edward I, five hundred pounds to help finance the Scottish wars. Le Blond was apparently enamored of his stepson, because he had no problem lending William Jr. three thousand pounds, which the young man promptly buried in the ground for safekeeping. This was a massive amount of money in those days. To put it into perspective, a man might earn one penny (240 of which went into a single pound) for a day’s hard labor. A woman would earn half of that.

All of this favoritism began to breed resentment in Kilkenny. William Jr. looked spoiled, and people didn’t exactly love the fact that Alice had profited from both her marriages. Even the sheriff, Alice’s relative, envied her privileged position. So one night in 1302, he crept over to William Jr.’s house with a group of townspeople and shamelessly dug up those three thousand pounds. The group claimed that since the money was discovered in the ground it counted as “treasure trove”—hidden valuables that had no owner—and, as such, belonged to the king. Alice and le Blond protested, but instead of returning the money, the sheriff accused them of homicide and threw them in jail.

Homicide? Seemed like a charge pulled from the ether—and in some ways it was, designed to keep the sheriff from getting in trouble for stealing the money in the first place. But people had been whispering about Alice for a while now. They suspected that she was up to something.

The couple was soon released, since they were rich and powerful and nobody had any real evidence against them, but the animosity toward Alice and William Jr. continued to grow. Out of thin air, it seemed, le Blond abruptly revised his will, making William Jr. his sole heir and simultaneously canceling all of the young man’s debts, which included the loan of the three thousand pounds. This was especially shocking because le Blond already had biological children, who surely met the news of their vanished birthright with horror.

Then, with his affairs in order, Adam le Blond died. It was another convenient death, happening exactly when Alice and William Jr. stood to profit most.

By 1309, Alice had found herself a very appealing third husband: the wealthy knight Richard de Valle. Like the husbands before him, de Valle must have been extraordinarily smitten with his bride, because even though he, too, already had biological children from a previous marriage, he decided that William Jr. was his favorite. De Valle began showering his stepson with money and various important business responsibilities; for example, William Jr. was granted powers of attorney to collect debts owed to the de Valle family.

When de Valle died, Alice was owed one-third of his considerable lands—her widow’s dower—but one of de Valle’s sons tried to claim it for himself, possibly out of resentment at his stepmother, who was already a landowner many times over. Clearly, he failed to realize that his stepmother was not someone to be trifled with. Alice had an iron backbone (and an impressive Rolodex, so to speak), and instead of giving in to her stepson, she marched him straight to court—and won. Now, not only was she wealthier than ever, but she was officially a wicked stepmother in the eyes of de Valle’s newly orphaned children.

Behind closed doors, Alice had clearly been encouraging her husbands to sign over their wealth to her and her beloved son. Maybe it wasn’t intentional, malevolent manipulation; maybe she was just so charming that they did it voluntarily. We don’t know exactly what she did to make all of her husbands change their wills, or whether she was stirring something noxious into their broth as they did so. All we can do here is recognize a pattern: Alice consistently turned a profit after each husband’s death, and then quickly moved on to another wealthy man.

Now, patterns often point to something: a truth, a source, a secret. And this particular pattern would live a very long half-life; people will probably be killing their loved ones for profit until the end of time. When a woman does this, she’s termed a “black widow,” based on the largely-incorrect premise that all female black widow spiders devour their mates after sex. If there was ever any forensic evidence implicating Alice in her husbands’ deaths, it crumbled to dust ages ago along with their bodies. But her next batch of stepchildren certainly suspected that she was a black widow, though they didn’t have a name for it yet. Instead, they called it like they saw it: magic.

Alice’s fourth husband lived, but it wasn’t pleasant. His name was Sir John le Poer, and over the course of their marriage, his health began to deteriorate in odd ways. He grew extremely thin. He lost all the hair on his body. His fingernails and toenails began to drop off. To those familiar with the apothecarial arts, le Poer’s health problems would have seemed consistent with slow, gradual arsenic poisoning. But to everyone else, his sickness looked like the work of a witch.

Le Poer apparently held no suspicions against his bride, because soon enough he was happily making revisions to his last will and testament. This shiny new version provided generously for Alice and William Jr., ensuring that they would be comfortable long after le Poer’s spirit left his emaciated, hairless body.

The revised will infuriated the le Poer kids—Alice’s new stepchildren. First they had to witness their father marry this wealthy, arrogant widow, and now they had to watch him sign away their birthright? In 1324, they marched over to the nearest bishop and told him that Alice had bewitched their father, muddled his mind, and poisoned her previous three husbands. They were basing their claims on a prevalent belief in maleficia—spiteful acts performed by witches against the community—which was often used to explain things like sickness, death, and natural disasters.

Do something, said the stepchildren. Arrest the witch.

The le Poer children could not have brought their fears to a more sympathetic listener. His name was Richard de Ledrede. He was an Englishman and the bishop of Ossory. When he heard “witch,” he thought “heretic,” and he hated nothing more than heretics.

Heresy

Richard de Ledrede was a foreigner from England and a moral legalist and not very good at the interpersonal aspect of his job. He was probably a brilliant scholar; he had no political connections—and certainly no social ones—that would have helped him score the bishopric of Ossory in 1317. When appointed bishop, he was praised for the rather dry virtues of “respectability” and “clean living.” What this description failed to mention was his religious zeal, his single-minded passion for rules, and his knack for making enemies.

Ledrede’s education took place right as a wave of witch-hunting hysteria swept across France, a hysteria that was encapsulated in the sensational trials of the Knights Templar. The Catholic Church was just beginning to articulate its changing stance on the issues—and intersections—of sorcery, witchcraft, and sacrilege. Witchcraft was no longer just characterized by magic and acts of maleficia. It was now seen as something in direct opposition to the church itself: heresy.

The pope at the time, John XXII, was a paranoid man. He had convinced himself that his enemies were constantly trying to assassinate him through dark, sorcerous means: by sending him a devil trapped inside a ring, by melting tiny wax effigies of his body, and so forth. On February 27, 1318, he launched the first important papal bull against witchcraft. It didn’t officially state that witches were heretics, but by the time it was written, the correlation between the two was fully formed in the mind of the church. This bull, and the pope’s paranoia, effectively paved the way for what was to come: inquisitions, persecutions, and burnings all across Europe.

Ledrede’s attitude toward witches and heretics was nourished in this frenetic broth, and he began his career “armed with a religious zeal which made [him] rapidly unpopular” with his Irish parishioners. They wanted to sing bawdy songs; he wanted them to sing Latin hymns. They were proud of their land of saints and scholars; he saw evil all across Ireland. These parishioners were accustomed to obeying both the rules of their Irish king and the rules of the church, and the best bishops were able to tactfully walk this line, but Ledrede couldn’t do it. He was “totally lacking in any practical diplomatic sense” and would have thrown out the king’s rules in a heartbeat if the church demanded it. He also built himself a “lavish palace” in Kilkenny, which did nothing to endear him to the populace.

His diocese quickly grew to hate him and did everything they could to make his life miserable. By 1320, the pope was forced to compensate Ledrede for all sorts of grievances: he’d been locked up by his own parishioners, he’d been falsely accused of various crimes, his servants were abused, he was denied tithes, and someone stole a hundred shillings from him in a violent fashion.

Though they grew to loathe each other, Dame Alice and Ledrede actually had a lot in common. They were both ambitious, tough, and absolutely unwilling to back down. They were despised by many of their contemporaries, but this hatred never stopped them from doing whatever they wanted. Both seemed possessed of a certain slightly psychotic, single-minded purpose: Ledrede lived to enforce the law of the church; Alice lived to accumulate wealth for herself and her son. In another life, they could have been co-conspirators, but here they were separated by too many unalterable dichotomies: woman vs. man, king vs. church, Ireland vs. England, the fluidity of social connections vs. the intransigence of the law.

Fi, Fi, Fi, Amen

When Ledrede heard that a rich older woman was terrorizing Kilkenny, killing husbands left and right, the case seemed like the perfect outlet for his religious zeal. Plus, it would be a great way to please the pope. So despite the fact that the le Poer children were simply bringing a good old-fashioned charge of witchcraft against their evil stepmother, Ledrede decided that he was dealing with a “diabolical nest” of heretics. He dashed over to Kilkenny to investigate, and soon enough he had “uncovered” a veritable cult of eleven witches, led by the dreadful Dame Alice Kyteler herself.

With Ledrede on board, the charges against Alice suddenly swelled. The original charge, made by the le Poer stepchildren, declared that Alice had bewitched and killed her first three husbands and was currently murdering her fourth. But the new charges had far more heretical implications: Alice was said to have denied the Christian faith, sacrificed animals, sought advice from demons, and twisted church ceremonies into demonic parodies of themselves (i.e., lighting candles and excommunicating her husbands, all while shrieking, “Fi! fi! fi! Amen!”). She was also charged with boiling a ghastly stew in the skull of a beheaded robber that was comprised of ingredients like rooster intestines, “certain horrible worms,” the brains of unbaptized children, and the nails of dead men. Finally, she was accused of sleeping with a demon named Robin Artisson, or Robin, Son of Art, who was supposedly the source of all her wealth. He would appear to her as a cat, a black dog, or a dark-skinned man with two companions—and lest anyone think sleeping with a spirit was an incorporeal act, their lovemaking was so stickily tangible that Alice’s maid Petronilla had to clean up after them.

These charges, melodramatic as they are, have all sorts of interesting implications. They indicate not just a subversion of the Catholic Church, but a subversion of wifehood and motherhood, what with all the excommunicating of husbands and the boiling babies’ brains. Romping around with Robin was probably the most glaring of Dame Alice’s alleged subversions: in the first place, she was having sex (out of wedlock) with a shape-shifting demon (not exactly husband material); in the second place, the fact that Petronilla had to clean up after them implied the “spilling of seed,” which according to the Catholic Church was a sin, since it meant sex without the possibility of pregnancy.

Ironically, these colorful accusations provided a nice big smoke screen that distracted everyone from the initial accusations against Alice. If she had killed her previous husbands and was currently poisoning Sir John le Poer, as her stepchildren swore she was, then she had been subverting her roles as a wife and mother (or at least stepmother) all along—like, really subverting those roles, by intentionally widowing herself and ruining her stepchildren’s futures. But other than the stepchildren, nobody was paying much attention to that far more realistic possibility. There were demons to discuss and women to burn!

Though Ledrede’s anti-Alice zeal stemmed from his hatred of heresy, the local sentiment against Alice was informed by more prosaic irritations. Alice was, quite simply, a thorn in their side. She had been for quite some time. Everything about her was a menace to the Kilkenny patriarchy: she was an heiress, she was strong willed, she was independent (even though she was still technically married, it’s hard to imagine she felt tied down by the ailing le Poer), and she’d been at this game for at least forty years. Nothing was more intolerable than a wealthy woman!

It’s not that she was just a threat to the male egos of Kilkenny. It was a far more literal threat than that. Alice was an economic threat to her stepchildren and to anyone else who had a vested interest in any of that sweet Outlawe/le Blond/de Valle/le Poer wealth. She was a living example of the dangers of female inheritance, a subject that weighed heavily on the minds of the Irish at the time. And the witchcraft charges against her reflected this fear and resentment of her affluence. They were designed, wrote the historian Norman Cohn, “to show that Lady Alice had no right to her wealth, that it had been wrested from its rightful owners by truly diabolic means, that it was tainted at the source.”

But though wealth was what got her into trouble, wealth was also what got her out of it. Ledrede could accuse her of defying the Catholic Church all he wanted, because Alice was backed by the secular gods: money and power.

The Passion of Ledrede

As Ledrede attempted to weave a net of accusations around Alice, the dame was pulling a few strings of her own. Her old friend, the lord chancellor of Ireland, learned about the scuffle in Kilkenny and tried to convince Ledrede to drop the charges. When Ledrede kept trying to arrest Alice, the lord chancellor gently informed him that Alice simply couldn’t be arrested yet, because she hadn’t even been properly accused of a crime. To this, Ledrede “indignantly” responded that “the service of the church was above the forms of the law of the land.”

This was just so Ledrede. The laws of the land were hindering him, so he decided to strike off on his own. He commanded Alice to appear in court, but instead, she ran off to Dublin. Fuming, Ledrede went ahead and excommunicated her, and then demanded that her son, William Jr., show up in her place.

One of the Kilkenny authorities, Arnald le Poer—possibly related to Alice by marriage—decided to try his hand at appeasing Ledrede. He went to visit the raging bishop in person and attempted to talk him out of his plan, but Ledrede was so difficult and persistent that Arnald ended up walking out in a blind fury himself. The next day, Arnald had Ledrede thrown into prison until William Jr.’s court date had safely passed. This wasn’t entirely legal, but there was nothing the bishop could do about it. As much as Ledrede may have thundered on about the rules of the church being superior to the laws of the land, both church and law usually ended up bowing to men like Arnald, who had money and soldiers at their disposal.

In prison, Ledrede screamed that sorcerers and heretics were protected in godforsaken Ireland while religious men like him were locked up. This would have only encouraged the antiforeigner sentiment Arnald was fostering against this “alien from England.” When a few sympathetic parishioners stopped by the prison to bring Ledrede food, Arnald declared that the bishop wasn’t allowed to have visitors at all. The bishop retaliated by placing the entire diocese under an interdict—meaning that everyone was temporarily banned from participating in the sacraments and other church rituals—even though he was not technically allowed to do this. Their struggle devolved into a series of delicious ad hominem attacks: as Ledrede raged from prison, Arnald invited everyone in the community to come forward and complain about him. Parishioners stepped up eagerly, embarrassing the bishop by accusing him of “grievous crimes.”

When Ledrede was finally released from prison, he made a huge show of it, marching out “in triumph, full-dressed in his pontifical robes.” He had doubled down on his decision to trap Alice, and immediately set a new court date for William Jr., since Alice was still hiding out in Dublin. But before he could drag William Jr. into court, Ledrede was served a court date of his own. The king himself had gotten wind of the chaos in Kilkenny and wanted an explanation for that illegal interdict. Ledrede tried to get out of it by arguing that the journey to court was too dangerous, since it took him through the lands of “his enemy”—Arnald—but no one listened to this excuse.

Even now, with the king involved, Ledrede didn’t seem to realize he was fighting a losing battle. In fact, he was absurdly overconfident. During one of Arnald’s customary meetings in court, Ledrede marched in wearing full bishop regalia, accompanied by a squad of religious men and holding the bread of the Lord’s Supper in a golden vessel—the transubstantiated body of Christ himself, according to the teachings of the Catholic Church! He hoped to intimidate Arnald into helping him arrest Alice, but all the golden vessels in the world couldn’t protect Ledrede from mockery. Arnald exploded, calling him a “vile, rustic, interloping monk carrying dirt in his hands,” and forced him into one of the seats reserved for criminals. Humiliated and offended, Ledrede cried out that “Christ had never been treated so before since he stood at the bar before Pontius Pilate.”

Although Ledrede’s conflict with Alice had been waylaid by his ridiculous skirmish with Arnald, Alice had been paying close attention to all of these proceedings, and decided it was time for a little power play of her own. She managed to get Ledrede indicted in a secular court for defaming her character and excommunicating her “uncited, unadmonished, and unconvinced of the crime of sorcery.” The fact that Alice managed to turn the law on her accuser in the face of her own looming witchcraft trial demonstrates once again how savvy and well connected she was—not to mention how bold.

By the time Ledrede fought his way through this latest legal obstacle and finally managed to get permission to try Alice for witchcraft, it was too late. Alice, who was always so astute when it came to maneuvering through society, decided that a trial wasn’t in her best interest, and fled to England.

Humans

Alice’s supposed accomplices, with their tales of demons and peacock eyes and dead men’s nails, did not have the wealth or the connections to skip town. After Alice left, several of them were arrested and thrown into jail. Under torture, they confessed to all of their purported crimes and claimed that Alice was their dreadful leader, “the mother and mistress of them all.”

Petronilla of Meath, the woman who’d allegedly cleaned up after Robin and Alice, was unlucky enough to become the scapegoat for all of Alice’s offenses, both real and imagined. After being flogged six times, Petronilla confessed that she had been the medium between Alice and her demon lover. She also said that Alice had a magical broomstick that helped her fly, and that she herself had bewitched local women so that it looked like goats’ horns were growing out of their heads. When it came to black magic, said Petronilla, nobody in the world was as powerful as Dame Alice.

Poor Petronilla was burned alive on November 3, 1324—the first time anyone was given this sentence for heresy in Ireland. But her memory lived on as a symbol of injured and innocent womanhood. (In 1979, the artist Judy Chicago re-reminded the world of Petronilla by including her in a feminist art installation called The Dinner Party). Other abuses followed for members of the “pestilential society of Robin, son of Art” —whippings, banishments, excommunications, and more burnings—but Alice was never touched.

It’s hard to say which of the major players had the last laugh here. Alice left Ledrede in the dust, but she had to spend the rest of her life in exile. Ledrede eventually succeeded in dragging William Jr. to court, but when William Jr. finally showed up, he was irascible and “armed to the teeth.” The two managed to hit upon a testy agreement: the bishop would forgive William Jr.’s offenses if William Jr. promised to demonstrate he was repentant by going to church, feeding the poor, and paying for a beautiful new cathedral roof made of lead.

Ledrede also managed to get revenge on his nemesis Arnald by accusing him of heresy, excommunicating him, and flinging him into jail, where Arnald eventually died. But revenge was not sweet. Ledrede was now convinced that his diocese was swarming with witches and apostates, and for the next few years, anyone who crossed him risked being painted as a heretic. He grew even more unpopular, if you can believe it, and managed to alienate everyone from his parishioners to the king himself. In 1329, he was driven out of Ireland and, like Alice, forced into exile. A few years later, the beautiful lead roof—his one concrete symbol of victory—was destroyed when the cathedral’s bell tower collapsed.

Today, Ledrede has been mostly forgotten, along with the original allegations against Alice: serial murder. Though too many centuries have passed to declare Alice a murderer beyond a shadow of a doubt, later cases of husband killing would end up being chillingly similar to this one: infatuated husbands who start wasting away, wives who gain something material from each death, methodical remarriage. The black widow archetype has become so prominent that it even appears on the FBI’s website. Many of its characteristics describe Alice well: the black widow is intelligent, manipulative, usually older, and very organized; she profits from each murder, works patiently over a long period of time, and doesn’t hesitate to kill those who trust her.

Perhaps the most compelling piece of evidence against Alice was the fact that her surviving husband, Sir John le Poer, never disputed the accusations against her. In fact, he finally grew suspicious of his beloved and rifled through her belongings until he found a “sackful of horrible and detestable things,” which he handed over to Ledrede. That summer, Ledrede built a huge bonfire in the middle of Kilkenny and burned the sack, telling onlookers it contained the powders that were used to poison Sir John le Poer as well as “human nails, hair, herbs, worms, and other abominations.”

It’s funny how much human imperfection is evident in this case, even though its characters have been dead for centuries. Ledrede wanted to prove that Alice, in all her cruelty and greed, wasn’t just guilty, but that she was unhuman: a demon-loving sorceress who preyed upon men. So he accused her of spectral crimes instead of staring her mortality in the face. And really, who can blame him? For centuries, people have done the same, pinning crimes on magic and hysteria and midnight visitations and madness in an attempt to believe that actions like Alice’s are foreign to us, that they’re totally outside the bounds of normal human behavior. But they’re not. At the end of the day, this ancient case simply highlights the humanity of everyone who raged and lied and manipulated their way around Kilkenny: the stubborn, hypocritical, self-righteous Ledrede; the shameless, materialistic, expertly self-preserving Alice; the spoiled brat, William Jr.; and even Arnald, with his petty need to get involved in other people’s drama.

Alice entered the annals of history as the dark center of what became known as the Kilkenny witchcraft case, and was remembered ever after as a witch, not a killer. Six centuries later, W. B. Yeats ended one of his bitterest poems with the image of a desperate Alice offering up peacock feathers and cockscombs to her “insolent fiend.” Seven centuries later, Kyteler’s Inn in Kilkenny lures in tourists with live music, ghost sightings—and a bronze statue of Alice, looking exhausted, holding a toad in one hand and a broomstick in the other.
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BEAUTIFUL THROAT CUTTER

Kate Bender

In late 1870, a mysterious quartet crept into the southeastern corner of Kansas. Both men were named John. Both women were named Kate. The older John and Kate were married; the younger John and Kate were siblings. Their last name was Bender, and nobody knew anything else about them.

Back then, Kansas was a place to reinvent yourself. It had only been a state for nine years, and plenty of its residents were still rough around the edges—outlaws who’d moved in from the North and the East to lose themselves in the wild expanses of the prairie. Sure, there were plenty of decent, God-fearing folk clinging to their scraps of farmland, but they lived miles from each other, surrounded by nothing more than the plains and the keening wind.

The Benders were from German stock, as evidenced by their accents, but everything else about them turned out to be questionable, including their names and even their relationships to one another. Some said the younger Benders were actually husband and wife masquerading as brother and sister, or brother and sister who were secretly lovers. One legend claimed that the four were driven out of a German settlement in Pennsylvania because the women turned out to be witches: they frolicked naked in a graveyard at midnight, slept with a “Dark Stranger,” hung their clothing on an “infidel’s tombstone,” and recited the Lord’s Prayer backward. Still, since nobody out West knew anything definitive about anyone’s past, no one blinked an eye when the Bender family materialized on the Great Plains, the nightmare of the American frontier made flesh.

In Kansas, the Benders eventually settled down on a little farm seven miles northeast of a town called Cherryvale, right beside a road that connected the larger cities of Fort Scott and Independence. It was a prime location, and the Benders knew just how to take advantage of it: they threw up a few curtains, they hung a sign, and they opened an inn.

On the frontier, proper Americans placed a high premium on “neighborliness,” which they saw as being next to godliness. Being on good terms with your neighbor was more than just a way to score social points; it was necessary for survival, especially in a desolate land dotted with strangers. And opening an inn—with its vague reference to Jesus’s birth, its implications of a crackling fire and warm beds—was the most neighborly of gestures.

But this was a one-star inn at best. Really, it was just a tiny cabin divided in half by a heavy canvas curtain. The Benders turned the front “room” into a miniature store and dining area, where passing travelers could snap up tobacco, crackers, sardines, candies, gunpowder, and bullets, along with a home-cooked meal. If you pushed past the dirty curtain, you’d see the back room, which was used for sleeping—overnight guests had to snuggle up next to the Benders. You’d also notice a trapdoor in the floor, which led to a little cellar. Behind the house, there was a small garden, an orchard, and a stable with a few scrawny animals inside. Aside from that, the land was empty.

A careful observer might notice something curious about the Bender homestead: the orchard was always freshly plowed. This seemed like an unnecessary expenditure of farming energy, but the neighbors chalked it up to German idiosyncrasy, and thought no more about it for the next two years.

John Jr. decided that they needed a sign to advertise their wares, and so he found a plank of wood on which he wrote, arduously: GROCRY. Kate, who was always the brains of the family, corrected his spelling. They hung it above the front door, and they were open for business.

A Beautiful Wild Beast

Neighbors thought the two older Benders were weird and kind of unpleasant. Pa Bender, who was about sixty years old, was short, a bit stooped, and “never looked a feller in the eye,” according to a neighbor. He said he was born in the Netherlands and ran a bakery in Germany before coming to America, and he spoke nothing but German (with the exception of a few choice English curses). Ma spoke broken English and seemed about fifty years old. She was short and stout, with blue eyes and brown hair, and she was once described as the very picture of Lady Macbeth: in other words, ruthless and unfeminine.

John Bender Jr. was in his midtwenties, fluent in English, and a good deal more handsome than his parents. He wore a tidy little mustache and cut a dashing figure, though he was given to smiling at nothing in particular, and some neighbors thought he was weak-minded. But really, nobody spent much time talking about John Jr. or his parents, because the youngest Bender was Kate, and why would you talk about anyone else when you could talk about Kate?

A lot of ink gets spilled over the physical descriptions of most wicked women, and Kate is no exception. She was a beauty, especially when standing next to her creepy-looking clan, and everyone who wrote about her in the late 1800s stumbled over themselves to describe her allure. She was in her early twenties. She was tall. She had a face “like a young eagle,” her eyes flashed, her hair glinted red. Her body? “Well-formed, voluptuous mold, fair skin, white as milk, rose complexion.” She lured you in with her “tigerish grace” and “animal attraction”—a “beautiful wild beast.” Her beauty was marred only by a small burn or scar under her left eye. (Okay, not everyone gushed about her. The New York Times called her a “red-faced, unprepossessing young woman,” but they also claimed that John Jr. and Pa were brothers named Thomas and William.)

Kate was bold, intelligent, and a hypnotic flirt. She longed for notoriety, and approached life with a voracious and amoral hunger. Unlike her supposed parents, she was an easy conversationalist and had no problem integrating herself into society. She attended dances (she danced well), rode horses (she rode well), and went to Sunday school and town meetings (she flirted well). She even waitressed at the dining room in the Cherryvale Hotel for a while in 1871, where we can only assume she was tipped well.

Her charms always tended toward the lucrative. One of her quirkier traits was her belief in Spiritualism—a loose, melodramatic system of beliefs that was popular in the United States during the last half of the 1800s and involved mediums, séances, and a lot of fraud. Kate parlayed her Spiritualist tendencies into a side hustle and peddled her petty magic around the area, giving mystical lectures, offering to locate lost objects, curing various diseases with herbs and roots, and selling verbal charms for fifty cents. She even circulated a handbill in 1872 that advertised her services:

PROF. MISS KATIE BENDER

Can heal all sorts of Diseases; can cure Blindness, Fits, Deafness, and all such diseases, also Deaf and Dumbness.

Residence, 14 miles East of Independence, on the road from Independence to Osage Mission one and one half miles South East of Norahead Station.

Much that was written about the Benders at the time goes for a sort of “brute” rhetoric when describing the rest of the clan (i.e., Look at these insensitive, unrefined Germans who can’t speak our language and don’t come to our dances and know nothing but toil and violence). But everyone agreed that Kate was special. And the fact that the youngest and the prettiest ended up being the most evil—the center of the whole Bender operation—was just so deliciously ironic. “A perfect devil,” the neighbors called her.

Strange Nights

There were so many travelers in those days, and the land was still so violent, that when stories of missing men began to circulate around Cherryvale, nobody was terribly concerned. Men disappeared all the time back then. It was the price they paid for trying to settle a wild country.

Anyway, business at the Bender Inn was bustling by 1872. Many of the travelers who passed that way were more than ready for a hot meal and a good night’s sleep, and Kate was a wonderful saleswoman. Not only would she sell groceries and convince travelers to stay for dinner, but she’d make sure her clothing was artfully disheveled and “accidentally” brush against her visitors as she moved about the tiny room. She always gave her guests the best seat in the house—the one right up against the canvas curtain—so they could watch her work.

A couple of travelers reported dodgy experiences at the Bender Inn, but people didn’t take their tales very seriously. One man, who went by the nickname “Happy Jack” Reed, caught sight of Kate in a state of calculated undress when he was riding by. He pulled up short to say hello, and Kate charmed him into the house and seated him at the table, right in front of the canvas curtain. As they chatted, he heard a peculiar sound from outside—a sort of high-pitched cough—and felt something slither away behind the hanging canvas. Moments later, two new travelers walked through the front door. The rest of his meal proceeded without incident.

When Happy Jack stopped by on his return journey, Kate was overjoyed to see him. They began to chat, but were again interrupted by a set of travelers, and these ones happened to be headed right back to Happy Jack’s hometown. They were pressing on home that night, so Happy Jack asked them to carry a message back to his family: he was sleeping at the Bender Inn and would be home the next day. At this development, Kate’s mood shifted. She tried to convince him not to send the message, but he insisted, and soon Kate grew so irritated that she refused to talk to him anymore. With no one left to flirt with, Happy Jack went to bed.

A piercing scream woke him in the middle of the night. He listened, terrified, and heard several heavy blows, at which point the screaming stopped. Suddenly, he noticed that Kate Bender was standing over his bed, watching to make sure he was asleep. He squeezed his eyes shut and tried to breathe evenly.

Happy Jack wasn’t the only lodger who noticed dubious sounds after nightfall. A man named Corlew heard moaning and rustling coming from the Bender’s cellar, but Kate, ever the glib talker, assured him it was just a hog that had gotten under the house. Some people’s experiences were even worse: a passing saleswoman agreed to spend the night, but got spooked and ran off when John Jr. began to sharpen a nasty-looking knife.

It’s worth noting that many of these travelers didn’t think much of their experiences at the inn until after the Benders left town in a cloud of suspicion and blood. At the time, the family just seemed a little crusty, a little odd. Once the Benders’ crimes were discovered, though, these incidents were elevated to the status of myth. The story of spending a night next to Kate Bender was now the story of spending a night next to Death herself, and living to tell the tale.

Innkeepers from Hell

All the signifiers of “business”—the beds, the home-cooked meals, the tobacco, crackers, sardines, candies, gunpowder, and bullets—were obviously a front, because the Benders were actually operating an efficient killing farm.

Kate was the bait, of course. As she flirted, she’d make sure the guest was sitting with his back against the canvas curtain, which was greasy and spotted with mysterious stains. On the other side of the curtain, Pa or John Jr. would wait silently, clutching a hammer. Outside, Ma kept watch. If she saw another traveler pulling into the yard, she’d let out a high-pitched cough—the sound that Happy Jack heard—and the seated guest would then escape with his life. But if Ma was silent, the game was afoot. As soon as the guest laughed or shifted or leaned back, letting his head brush against the canvas, one of the men would bring the hammer down, crushing his skull through the cloth. That’s when Kate would leap forward, pull out a knife, and slit his throat.

The trapdoor would be opened, the body pushed into the cellar. If the victim wasn’t fully dead, he’d die there (thus the moaning that Corlew noticed), or else they’d finish him off later. In the middle of the night, the Benders would drag the body out to the orchard and bury it in a shallow grave. The next morning, Pa would plow the ground over and over again to hide that coffin-shaped square of fresh earth.

Their system was abominably genius. They only murdered travelers, and these travelers were almost always alone. None of the Cherryvale locals suspected anything, because no one in the area knew or cared who these travelers were, and by the time word of the missing people reached their families back home, it was impossible to say which of the road’s many dangers had killed them. Amid the era’s bright hope in American exploration, the Benders soldiered on—a lurid manifestation of the perils that awaited travelers.

Like any good American entrepreneur, they saw an opportunity, and they went for it, mercilessly. The Benders targeted their richest guests: the ones with fine horses, well-made wagons, or fat saddlebags. Since many of these men were headed west to stake claims of their own, they were often carrying large amounts of cash—in some cases, their entire life’s savings. One man, John Greary, was sick when he stopped by the Bender Inn, hoping for a rejuvenating night’s sleep. He somehow gave them the impression that he was wealthy—maybe he was trying to impress Kate?—and so the Benders were furious when they discovered, after murdering him, that he was carrying only forty cents. Usually, though, the Benders came away with hundreds or even thousands of dollars per victim, not to mention their horses and wagons (which they sold to neighbors who presumably didn’t ask questions), and even their clothes. Most of the victims were buried without their shirts.

While the choice of an inn as a front was practical—they owned property next to a main road, after all—the Bender’s business played into a classic trope of terror: the idea that the inn, which is supposed to provide refuge from demons on the road, turns out to have the demons inside. (Of course, the Benders weren’t trying to make a literary statement with their killing farm, but this trope helps explain why their story catapulted so quickly into myth and misinformation.) Today, we recognize this “hell hotel”/“inn of no return” conceit from books and movies like The Shining and Psycho, but the idea was already circulating by the time the Benders emerged in the 1870s, appearing in short stories like “The Red Inn” (1831, Honoré de Balzac) and “A Terribly Strange Bed” (1852, Wilkie Collins, published in a magazine edited by Charles Dickens). More broadly, the fear of comfort turned evil is an ancient one. Why do you think the “evil stepmother” appears in so many fairy tales, a maternal figure gone terribly wrong? Why else is the witch’s house in “Hansel and Gretel” made so reassuringly out of gingerbread?

The humble, dirty inn, with its crackling fire suggesting “home” and its beautiful Kate Bender standing in for “wife,” would have seemed like a glimmering mirage for these exhausted travelers, a respite where they could briefly feel safe. For them, the road was the thing they feared—the road curving into the great, unknown expanses of the West. The last thing they would have expected was that Kate, who’d been smiling at them all night, would whip out a filthy-looking knife and spring at them. They had been longing for her to touch them, but not like that.

Perhaps the saddest thing that happened at the Bender Inn was the murder of a father and his little girl. The man was a German widower named G. W. Longcohr—a former neighbor of Charles Ingalls, the father in Little House on the Prairie—and he was taking his daughter to Iowa to live with her grandparents. When Longcohr stopped in the city of Independence, he purchased a wagon and a team of horses from a man named Dr. William York. As Longcohr and his daughter set off in their new wagon, perhaps he gently explained to her that she wasn’t going to live with him anymore, at least not for a while. When the sky grew dark, and it was time to think about bed, a tiny country inn appeared on the horizon, its windows all aglow.

I See Graves

The Benders could have continued their killing farm for years if they hadn’t murdered the wrong person. It was a classic mistake, really: they wanted to see how much they could get away with, and they overestimated.

Dr. William York was an influential man with a compassionate heart and two very powerful brothers: Alexander M. York, a Kansas senator, and Colonel Ed York, a Civil War veteran. In 1873, when Dr. York learned that Longcohr and his young daughter had gone missing shortly after they purchased his wagon, he decided to investigate. So he set off around March 9 or 10, riding a beautiful red roan pacing mare and carrying almost one thousand dollars in cash. Then he vanished.

Unlike the Benders’ other victims, Dr. York was missed immediately. After all, he’d disappeared fairly close to home, and he had a lot of important people looking out for him. Word of the incident was published in papers all over the nation, and search parties began to comb the surrounding countryside. This was a real scandal, a mystery everyone could get behind. The doctor’s brothers began painstakingly retracing his final steps and spared no expense when it came to the investigation. They even dragged the nearby rivers. Soon enough, they learned that Dr. York had stopped at a little store just off the road to buy cigars and had mentioned to the shopkeeper that he was planning to spend the night at the Bender Inn.

In early April, Colonel York and his men rode over to ask the Benders a few questions. John Jr. translated Pa’s German answers: Yes, Dr. York had stopped by around noon one day to eat lunch, but then he’d gone on his merry way. Kate hung around, charming and cooperative, and told the colonel she’d be happy to help locate Dr. York using her Spiritualist powers—as long as the colonel returned alone, the next day, so she could have a little time to prepare her mind for the clairvoyant trance. “I’ll find your brother, even if he is in hell,” she insisted. The colonel never returned. Perhaps he thought she was crazy.

Around that time, Cherryvale residents held a public meeting, noting with dismay that they had become the subject of national suspicion. Dr. York’s disappearance had thrown a harsh light on the fact that many other people had gone missing around Cherryvale during the past two years. Some of the farmers immediately volunteered to have their lands searched, and others spoke of burning the guilty parties to death when they were discovered. Pa and John Jr., both in attendance, made sure to act casually disinterested. But they knew exactly what was at stake. Soon after the meeting, the four Benders bundled up their victims’ cash, loaded their wagon, and—with only their little dog accompanying them—slipped away like ghosts.

Around April 9, sixteen miles away, someone discovered a deserted wagon in the woods near the town of Thayer, where a train station was located. The wagon was riddled with bullet holes, and the horses, still tied up, were famished. There was a little dog milling about. The wagon itself was shoddily constructed out of random pieces of wood, one of which was printed with the word GROCERY.

A few weeks later, several neighbors were passing the Bender property when they heard a calf crying from its pen. Upon closer inspection, they found that the calf was starving and that its mother, tied nearby, was trying desperately to reach it, her udders swollen with milk. After the men released the animals, they peered into the house. It was in total disarray: dishes and food strewn everywhere, a stove full of burned papers, a German Bible discarded in one corner. The Benders had clearly skipped town.

Word of the family’s suspicious disappearance soon reached Colonel York, who set off with his posse to inspect the Bender property. Farmers from nearby settlements joined the inspection, curious about the fate of their missing neighbors. The men didn’t find any hard evidence at first, but they allegedly stumbled across a series of eerie clues: three hammers, all different sizes; a nasty-looking knife; curious drawings scratched into the floor, symbolizing the twelve signs of the zodiac; little voodoo dolls, or “spite dolls,” half-burned in the fireplace.

Soon enough, the men found the trapdoor in the floor of the Benders’ bedroom. Upon opening it, they reeled back from the stench. When a few brave ones managed to crawl through the dark portal, they quickly realized that their hands were sticky: the entire cellar was soaked with two years’ worth of thick, fetid blood.

But there were no bodies in the cellar and no bodies hidden in the house. The men even rolled the inn away from its foundation—and still, nothing. Eventually Colonel York sat on his wagon to rest and fight off an encroaching sense of despair. Had they been wrong about the Benders this whole time? Just because they were standoffish and surly didn’t mean they were killers.

From his seat, the colonel had a clear view of the entire Bender property. As he gazed around, dejected, something in the orchard caught his eye: a series of long, narrow depressions in the ground. He stood up on his wagon.

“Boys,” he called, “I see graves out there!”

The men rushed to the orchard and began to probe the ground with a slender iron rod, which plunged easily into the depressions. Several accounts say that after the rod was pulled from the first grave, there was human hair clinging to the end. And so they began to dig. The first body they uncovered was buried facedown, with the base of his skull smashed in and his throat cut. When they flipped him over, the colonel’s worst fears were confirmed: it was his brother.

In reports, the number of bodies unearthed from the Bender property usually ranges from eight to eleven—though some accounts cite numbers as high as thirty-five. Most of the victims had died of blunt head wounds and slit throats. Two of the bodies were stabbed multiple times, including the sick man who was only carrying forty cents—maybe Kate had mutilated his body in anger upon discovering that he wasn’t rich. One of the corpses was a young woman no one could identify. Beneath George Longcohr’s body, they found his little girl, a piece of silk cloth tied around her throat. None of the men could figure out how she died. She may have been strangled, but they worried that she was buried alive beneath her dead father.

Disappearing Act

The Benders were primed for escape: they had a serious head start, and they carried thick stacks of dead men’s cash—possibly as much as fifty thousand dollars. Four people matching the family’s description boarded a northbound train at Thayer, where the bullet-riddled wagon was found. They carried a dog-hide trunk and a sheet stuffed full of their mysterious possessions. Once they got on the train, they effectively vanished.

The people of southeastern Kansas were deeply shaken by the thought that such horrible crimes had happened right under their noses. The murders were especially disturbing because of several factors: the whiff of the occult, the death of the child, and the fact that they had all known the Benders for two years. It turned out the Benders had been making a bloody mockery of “neighborliness” all along. Now, newspapers printed hysterical accounts of the “Human Hyenas in Spiritualist Circles,” and amateur detectives set off in groups, hell-bent on lynching the family, with more enthusiasm and bloodlust than investigative skill.

Many were convinced that the Benders had been working with nearby camps of Romani and African American settlers, and so those sites were eagerly raided—perhaps by men who’d been looking for an excuse to do it anyway. Meanwhile, rumors sprouted like wildflowers: the Benders had gone south; the Benders had gone north; the Benders had been killed in a bloody shootout and buried in the deepest of graves. The state of Kansas offered a two-thousand-dollar reward for anyone who brought the fugitives to justice, but no one ever came forth to claim it.

Shades of the Benders were suddenly everywhere. They were infamous now, and they seemed to appear before the hungry eyes of the public like mirages—especially Kate. People swore they saw her in New Orleans, Mexico City, New York, Havana, and even Paris. They said she’d married (or remarried), changed her name, and was continuing her killing spree down South. They claimed that she started cross-dressing in order to work as a cowboy. The paranoia took on a sort of freak-show aesthetic: at one point, a couple supposed to be Ma and Pa were displayed at a theater in Kansas for an afternoon. The owner of the theater charged twenty-five cents to see the pair, and ended up making a “handsome profit.” But none of these unfortunate people were ever proven to be the real Benders. After their disappearance, the family’s identity had become as malleable and mercurial as the wind over the Great Plains.

Even the strong arm of the law couldn’t prove who the Benders were or where they’d gone. Sixteen years after the discovery of the graves, two women were arrested in Michigan on suspicion of being Ma and Kate and were dragged down to Kansas for a disorganized joke of a trial, where no one could decide whether they were the real deal or not. Public opinion was fiercely divided; for every witness who identified them as Ma and Kate, another insisted that they weren’t. Without photos, it was hard to recognize people after many hard-lived years had aged them. Even one of Kate’s alleged former lovers couldn’t say for sure if the woman in front of him was Kate Bender. Finally, the prosecuting attorney became convinced that they weren’t the Bender women after all, and released them back into the wilds of America.

Go West

Part of the reason public opinion was so divided about these two women was that many Kansans fervently believed the Benders had been killed back in 1873, when their bullet-ridden wagon was discovered. It didn’t matter that everyone had a different story about how they were killed. Some people just felt, in their bones, that the Benders were no longer living. And plenty of men were eager to claim the glory of killing the Benders for themselves.

In 1908, the New York Times published a “deathbed confession” from a man who declared that he and his self-made “vigilance committee” had slain the brutal family. In his retelling, the man borrows liberally from the tropes and aesthetics of frontier myth:

The Night was dark, and we feared that they might escape us, but our luck was good. We sighted them racing as fast as they could over the prairie, and shouted to them. The moon had risen, but frequently was obscured by heavy clouds. . . . We set our horses going at breakneck speed, and the bullets flew fast from both sides.

Positioned this way in history, the tale of the Bloody Benders is a quintessentially American one, seasoned liberally with American gothic and American grotesque. It begins with someone settling a wild frontier and ends with someone vanishing into the sunset. It’s a classic tale of a stranger coming to town: demonic outsiders who moved in and slew good American people but ultimately came to justice, chased down across the prairie by American horsemen in a hail of gunfire under a ghostly moon.

This deathbed confession probably isn’t true—if only because there were so many of these same “confessions” circulating in the years and decades after the Benders disappeared. But it’s easy to understand why so many people swore they’d killed the Benders, even beyond the fact that doing so would have been a great claim to fame and a damn good story. Think, for a moment, about how perfectly terrifying the Benders must have seemed to their fellow settlers. This family—which may or may not have actually been a family—was the inverse of everything the frontier wanted to believe about itself. They were so disturbingly suited for their environment that they might feel totally imaginary, like something the collective pioneer mind dreamed up, if it weren’t for the fact that we have photos of their orchard, spotted with open graves.

The West, despite all its tangible problems, was marked very heavily by the intangible ideal of, well, idealism. It was a “region of ideals, mistaken or not,” according to historian Frederick Jackson Turner (who came up with what we call the frontier thesis): discovery, innovation, democracy, and individualism. The very fact that the West seemed grand and huge and (incorrectly) uninhabited meant “that its resources seemed illimitable and its society seemed able to throw off all its maladies by the very presence of these vast new spaces.” Just think of the glorified language we use when talking about all things frontier: the immense sky, the indomitable American spirit, the eternal cry of “Go West, young man!” It’s all so beautiful and naïve and idealistic you can practically hear the swelling of the string section in the background: “O beautiful for spacious skies!” (Those words, for what it’s worth, were written a mere twenty-two years after the Benders dropped off the face of the earth.)

And in the midst of all this burgeoning optimism came the Benders, literally slashing the throats of American idealists. They were the destroyers of the dream. They snatched the life savings and the shiny new wagons from the men who’d hoped to inherit the earth.

But they were also heirs of the dream, just like all their unfortunate victims. After all, if the West was about a bunch of eager immigrants claiming a land for themselves, plowing it into submission, and being fiercely entrepreneurial about the whole thing—well, that’s exactly what the Benders did. They went west to escape their sordid pasts. They opened a business. They raked in the profits. And then, when the tides turned against them, they vanished into a wild land that held promise in one hand and horror in the other.

Of course this deeply offended the sorts of people who would form “vigilance committees.” Of course plenty of men wanted to claim the outlaw credit for mowing them down on the prairie with horses charging at breakneck speed and clouds obscuring the moon.

“I Tell You, Man, She Was a Bad One”

But these stories of Bender deaths aren’t just about reclaiming American idealism. They’re also about killing Kate—the main Bender, the worst Bender. And boy, do these stories have it out for Kate. In most of them, she is the one who fights hardest, suffers most, and dies last. “My grief, how she did fight,” said the man in the New York Times. “She fought tooth and nail like a tiger, and we had to handle her like a bucking bronco.” In another account, Kate snarls at her pursuers, “Shoot and be damned!”

Kate’s violent, fictional deaths are the price she has to pay for being the wickedest one of all. To the residents of Cherryvale, Ma and Pa were hardened criminals who barely spoke the language, and John Jr. was a simpleminded schmuck, but Kate should have known better. She was young, pretty, seductive—a good dancer, for God’s sake. She was the one Bender who passed for normal. She went to social events, doled out headache cures, flirted with the husbands, waitressed at the hotel. By tricking her neighbors into thinking she was neighborly, too, she betrayed them the most. And so, in stories, she suffers for it.

In a third account of the Benders’ alleged deaths, Ma, Pa, and John Jr. were lynched, but Kate fought so hard that the vigilantes couldn’t get the rope around her neck. “I tell you, man, she was a bad one,” said one of the men who claimed to be present. “She screamed and bit and cursed and kicked. . . . So someone cracked her skull for her with a stick, and another one put a bullet or two through her brain.”

In a fourth account, another group of vigilantes chased the Benders into a cornfield near the Oklahoma-Kansas state line. Pa and John Jr. were killed quickly. The posse tried to capture Ma alive, but she pulled out a little pistol and so they immediately shot her down. Kate, the last one standing, darted behind a cluster of cornstalks, firing steadily at the man who approached her. She hit him in the leg; he staggered but managed to return fire, and Kate collapsed to the ground, wounded but alive. The man limped toward her, shooting steadily. Soon another man joined him, and the two of them riddled her body with bullets. As with other accounts, it took more than one man to kill her.

The violence against Kate in these stories is unsettling, no matter how violent Kate was in real life. At points, these tales feel ominously erotic, as the men describe the ways Kate thrashed about (“like a bucking bronco”), the ways they had to restrain her. You get the sense that these storytellers are deriving pleasure from dreaming about the ways in which Kate might have died; they stretch it out, make it really hurt. It’s a socially sanctioned opportunity to indulge in a fantasy of violence against a woman. A man could never talk like this in polite society—in the New York Times!—unless the woman in question had been proven really, really bad. Kate, of course, had been proven badder than most.

Thus, scarred by imaginary violence, Kate Bender vanished into myth. And in vanishing, she became stronger, and her legend only grew. She rose from the ashes of her real life to become lovelier and more dangerous than ever, a beautiful throat cutter—forever a symbol of the perils that awaited travelers who dared to flirt with a red-haired girl.
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THE ANGEL MAKERS OF NAGYRÉV

Once upon a time, an anonymous letter appeared in the June 1929 edition of a small Hungarian newspaper called Szolnoki Újság, or the Szolnok Gazette. The letter declared that something was rotten in the nearby town of Nagyrév: murder. Two decades of slow, deliberate, repetitive murder. “The authorities are doing nothing, and the poisoners are carrying on their work undisturbed,” ran the letter. “This is my last attempt. If this also fails then there is no justice.”

Police swarmed Nagyrév and a few surrounding villages and quickly arrested dozens of suspects. The once-sleepy town dissolved into chaos. Neighbors began accusing each other of homicide as the police dug up grave after grave in the local cemetery, making sure the residents had a clear view of the decomposing bodies.

Two weeks after the anonymous letter was published, the story spread across Hungary; by the end of the summer, it had gone international. People couldn’t believe what they were reading: almost all the suspects were women over the age of fifty-five. What was this wholesale murder plot? Some coven of Hungarian witches, still stuck in the dark ages? Proof, once and for all, that women were intrinsically evil? Nobody could understand how decades of murder could happen, unimpeded, in a little town. Nobody could understand how women could pull this off.

Trapped

Life in Nagyrév was rough and violent. In stereotypical small-town fashion, there was an oppressive sense of inescapability to the place, which was “ringed round as by an iron girdle with huge estates.” The residents of Nagyrév had no room to grow: there was no extra land to promise the young, no opportunity for people to move up in the world.

The early twentieth century was a time of enormous worldwide conflict and change, to put it mildly, and Nagyrév felt the strain of the shifting social climate. Village men were returning from the first World War scarred, angry, and suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder. The agricultural crisis of the Great Depression meant peasant farmers could barely sell their goods anymore. Nagyrév had little contact with the outside world due to its poor roads and lack of any train or bus stop. There was no doctor in town. Tensions ran high between the peasants and the town’s tiny middle class, and the snobbish behavior of the local pastor, teachers, and other authorities created a climate in which the poor didn’t feel like they could share their fears and suspicions with those in power.

Marriage was no escape from any of this. Many of the local men were alcoholics who regularly abused their wives. “Brutish,” they were called. Newlyweds often lived with their in-laws, which put everyone on edge, and rigid gender roles meant relationships between men and women were frequently strained. Wives were expected to put up with spousal abuse; men were paranoid that their wives had cheated on them with visiting soldiers while they were away at war. Divorce wasn’t unheard of, but it was socially frowned upon, and many women chose to stay in abusive marriages—with the limited benefits of their husbands’ meager incomes—rather than striking out on their own.

In this impoverished and isolated world, children were often seen as a burden: another mouth to feed, a baby who would grow up to be just as hopeless as her mother. So peasant women frequently turned to primitive and dangerous forms of contraception like the facsiga, a wooden plug meant to be inserted into the cervix. Others might resort to dangerous home-brewed abortions that involved puncturing the womb with a knitting needle, inserting poisonous weeds into the cervix, or trying to stab the fetus itself with a goose feather. If neither wooden plugs nor goose feathers stopped the child from being born, the mother’s final option was foolproof: infanticide. The ways to kill an infant were myriad and cruel: starving, poisoning, feeding them to pigs, smothering them with pillows, bathing them in hot water and then letting them catch pneumonia in the cold air. This crime was so common that parents suspected of killing their babies weren’t even denounced to authorities. It was simply part of the harsh circle of life.

In 2001, a Hungarian sociologist named Ferenc Moksony studied six hundred rural communities in Hungary and found that suicide rates were higher in isolated, traditional villages. Scholar Bela Bodó took it one step further. “The more marginalized a community and the more frustrated its inhabitants feel about their isolation and poverty, the more likely it is that they will turn to deviant behavior.”

This is exactly what happened in Nagyrév.

“They Sent Me into My Grave, They Whom I Loved Most”

For twenty years, the women of Nagyrév killed the men of Nagyrév, and nobody said anything about it.

It was hard to pinpoint the start of the murders. They seemed to spring, fully formed, out of the pastoral Hungarian air. We know that some of the first occurred in the early 1910s, when a woman named Julianna Lipka moved into the house of a sick, elderly, wealthy couple, ostensibly to nurse them. The husband died of old age, but the wife turned out to be a cantankerous burden with a disgusting habit of spitting on the floor. It was far more work than Julianna had signed up for.

When she complained to a group of older women, they told her a secret: if she purchased flypaper and dissolved it in water, a film of poison would rise to the surface. She could then skim off the poison and mix it into food or drink, and the result would be fatal—and totally undetectable. Julianna took their advice and ran with it. First, she killed the elderly woman. Later, she poisoned her own disagreeable stepsister and then her irritating husband. Once she learned how easy it was to improve her life with something as humble as wet flypaper, it was hard to stop.

One of those older women was Zsuzsanna Fazekas, the town midwife, and nobody knew the ins and outs of life and death quite like Zsuzsanna. She could deliver a baby, soothe a farmer’s strained muscle, and poison a husband all in a day’s work. Since there was no doctor in the village, Zsuzsanna wielded a great deal of power, and the locals were in awe of both her mysterious knowledge and her scandalous exploits. She carried a vial of arsenic in her pocket. She was divorced. She smoked and drank at the local tavern, a place most women would never go. And she was good at her trade: by 1929, she lived in one of the village’s finest houses.

Zsuzsanna showed no hesitation when it came to prescribing murder to her desperate female clients, and she passed out poison as though it were a remedy for headaches. Sometimes she’d even commit the murders herself, like when she brought over medicine to “calm down” one woman’s difficult husband, a former prisoner of war who struggled with the fact that he had been blinded in battle. There was an unspoken understanding between the two women that the medicine was poisoned, and Zsuzsanna fed it to the husband as his wife stood by. Other times, the midwife suggested different ways of killing. Once, she explained to a very poor mother exactly how to starve her unwanted newborn to death.

Another older woman—Rozália Takács, a masseuse—was also heavily involved in many of the murders. She’d come to homicide in a very personal way, after poisoning her “alcoholic beast” of a husband with arsenic acid. She went on to train a young mother in the fine art of killing her oppressive father-in-law, whispering, “You do not have to torture yourself with him, I’ll bring the old man something that will destroy him.”

In this way, both the idea of murder and the means for murder were disseminated through Nagyrév like an evil mist. No woman killed alone. Instead, she’d go to her friends for advice, and they would encourage her, condone her actions, and give her the knowledge—and the supplies—that she needed. It happened an estimated forty-two times in Nagyrév: forty-two murders committed by thirty-four people. This was sisterhood gone bad, and a real feather in the cap of those who believed that if one woman was naturally evil, a group of women were evil compounded.

The intertwined nature of the crimes is clear in the case of Mária Kardos, one of the town’s more colorful citizens. She was richer than the other women, she dressed better, and she had been divorced twice, which was unusual for Nagyrév. After her second divorce, she took a lover—the former village mayor. Meanwhile, her adult son, an ailing twenty-three-year-old from a previous marriage, was proving to be more than she could handle. Mária felt shackled by the constant caregiving and wanted to spend her energy on this new affair. Perhaps she was growing sick of motherhood, too, and thought that the role’s requirements would have ended by then. So she purchased arsenic from Zsuzsanna and began to slip it into her son’s food. He worsened quickly.

Shortly before her son’s death, Mária moved his sickbed outside so he could catch a few final rays of sun. As he lay there, looking up into the sky, Mária remembered something she’d always loved about her boy: he had a beautiful voice.

“I thought I would like to hear him once more,” she told the police, later. “So I said: ‘Sing, my boy. Sing me my favorite song.’ He sang it in his lovely clear voice.” She was sad to lose that voice—but once he was dead, she was free, and ready to get married again.

Unfortunately for Mária, the former mayor turned out to be a die-hard womanizer, and he was terribly unenthusiastic about becoming a husband. In 1920, Mária finally convinced him to wed her; local gossips said he “had to be dragged to the city hall like the cattle to the slaughterhouse.” Marriage didn’t bring romance, though; her new husband still drank and slept around, and before long, the two of them were sleeping in different rooms.

It just so happened Zsuzsanna also hated the former mayor for her own obscure reasons, though she explained away her hatred by saying that he owed her a few sacks of wheat. So once she got wind of Mária’s latest situation, the midwife was only too happy to help out. The two women poisoned the man slowly, over the course of a month, and he died in April 1922. Later, editorials would imagine the ghostly rage of the Nagyrév victims like this unfortunate third husband and this ailing son, emphasizing the utter shock, the betrayal of these murders: “They killed me, they sent me into my grave, they whom I loved most.” But for now, the murderesses were untroubled. As a thank-you gift, Maria gave Zsuzsanna enough money to buy a small calf.

Like many of the Nagyrév killings, these motives seem not just petty, but psychopathically callous: the debt of a few sacks of wheat, the inconveniently sick son. However, these were simply the reasons that the women gave each other for the poisonings: She spat on the floor. He complained about being blind. I was annoyed. I was overwhelmed. In truth, these minor inconveniences were only a stand-in for their dark, gaping needs.

This was a generation of women who were given nothing and could expect nothing. This was a generation of women whose husbands had been taken away by the war and returned to them scarred, disillusioned, violent, suspicious, and shell-shocked. Poison wasn’t perfect, but at least it brought change. Some of these women murdered out of desperation, like the one whose husband beat her with a double chain. She told the court, defiantly, “I do not feel guilty at all; my husband was a very bad man . . . since he died, I have found my peace.” Some killed to be with another man, like the woman who poisoned her husband and married his best friend. Others killed for revenge, such as the woman who poisoned the father-in-law who molested her. Still more used poison to gain material goods, like the woman who murdered her mother for an early inheritance.

The motives varied, but the methods did not. The idea that you could improve your life with poison spread like dark wildfire through the women’s circles of Nagyrév. And the fact that the poisoners were so reliant on each other for information and supplies created a dangerous web of guilt in the town. Any one of these women could condemn her friends, but she who opened her mouth would also condemn herself.

Panic in the Village

In the late 1920s, authorities in the nearby city of Szolnok began receiving anonymous letters claiming that something awful was going on in Nagyrév. At first, these rambling, panicked missives were ignored. They were easy to dismiss as village gossip, what with the long-winded name-dropping and the unpleasant subject matter:

There are many . . . who had fed poison to others . . . Uncle Misi Beke [was killed by] Róza Kiss who [destroyed] her husband and the old Mrs. János Pápai and she also tried [to kill] the aged Sándor Szendi and Mrs. Pista Valki but she did not succeed and who knows how many more.

But as soon as the Szolnok Gazette ran one of the letters in 1929—“the authorities are doing nothing, and the poisoners are carrying on their work undisturbed”—the state bureaucracy was forced to step in, and everything began happening very quickly, as newspapers and tabloids whipped the Hungarian public into a scandalized frenzy. Suddenly, both the media and the government were pressuring local police to get answers, and fast.

So after twenty years of leisurely, undetected murder, Nagyrév was thrown into chaos. Suspects were arrested and interrogated harshly in the house of the local cemetery caretaker. Women were called multiple times during the night for interviews and, when they weren’t being cross-examined, forced to face the wall without speaking to each other. Julianna Lipka, by then one of the oldest and frailest suspects, was threatened with flogging. If the police couldn’t get a confession, they turned to bizarre scare tactics: one officer hid under a bed in a room where two female suspects were being held and frightened them half to death by grabbing their feet. The terrified, superstitious women—sure some supernatural force was at play—immediately confessed.

The exhumations provided yet another opportunity for intimidation. The bodies needed to be analyzed for poison, yes, but the police made sure to dig up the corpses as publicly as possible. They didn’t even bother hiding the nauseating results from the town’s children—not even the “glistening brown” brains covered in “short-winged brown corpse-bugs.”

As the town descended into hysteria, everyone began pointing fingers at each other. The townspeople distanced themselves from the women who seemed guiltiest, and no one felt this hostility more than Zsuzsanna. Because of her connections to so many of the murders, the midwife was one of the first suspects to be questioned. She must have been terrified; she knew exactly how many villagers could incriminate her.

The police released her on bail for a single day, expecting that she would help them find the other poisoners. Instead, Zsuzsanna wandered around the village in a panic, asking her friends and former clients for enough money to hire a lawyer. But not even a prosperous midwife could afford salvation in Nagyrév. Though she begged and begged, the frightened villagers turned her away. Nobody could risk being connected to Zsuzsanna anymore, no matter how many favors she’d done for them in the past.

The midwife grew more and more unnerved as she stumbled through the town, and by the time she got home, she was swearing loudly that she’d revenge herself on each and every one of her ungrateful clients. She stayed up all night, pacing around her yard. The walls of her life seemed to be closing in around her. In the morning, when she saw the police officers coming down the street to rearrest her, she pulled a vial of poison from her dress and drank the whole thing down.

In some accounts of the Nagyrév poisonings, Zsuzsanna emerges as the driving force behind all the murders, a crazed midwife who thinks she has the power to determine who lives and who dies—a supernatural power, even. A journalist for the New York Times, writing from Budapest, compared her to “a figure eminently fit to flit around the bubbling caldron in ‘Macbeth,’ or to discharge the duties of an African witch doctor.” Another called her a “fatuous Eastern deity, perpetually devouring something with her bloody teeth.”

Zsuzsanna did play a central role in the killings, but it was less witchy and more business-minded than the papers said. She was an entrepreneur, a kingpin. She distributed poison to women who wanted to kill. She brought over the poison herself, if the women were particularly reluctant. She suggested murder as a solution to tension, unhappiness, abuse, and impatience, subtly legitimizing the action in the minds of her fellow villagers.

Calling Zsuzsanna a witch was an attempt to pin the murders onto a single source, a wellspring of evil. It was easier to do this than to recognize the murders for what they were in Nagyrév: a dreadful phenomenon birthed and encouraged by widespread social issues. The murders were far too communal and decentralized to be pinned to Zsuzsanna, or any other woman, for that matter. The source of these crimes was as imperceptible and pervasive as the poison itself. Economy, culture, and human unhappiness all wove a tangled web in Nagyrév, creating an atmosphere characterized not by one midwife’s madness, but by quiet, long-term female desperation.

The police found Zsuzsanna writhing on the ground. They tried to force her to swallow milk and vomit up the poison, but she kept her jaws clenched tight. Realizing their key witness was slipping away, the police searched desperately for a vehicle that could transport Zsuzsanna to the nearest hospital, located in another town. But there were very few ways to get out of Nagyrév, and the neighbors refused to help. They didn’t want anything to do with the witch anymore. By the time the police found a ride, Zsuzsanna was dead.

Rural Mystery

The lawyer János Kronberg, who was appointed investigating magistrate of the case, loathed the women of Nagyrév from the start. He arrested as many of them as he could and had them taken en masse to nearby Szolnok, where a crowd waited to gape at them. The tabloid Kis Újság noted the sad contrast between the accused—mostly poor, aging women dressed in black who kept their eyes downcast and covered their faces with kerchiefs—and the brightly dressed middle-class mob who hurled insults at them.

The trial was an exciting opportunity for the middle and upper classes to really revel in their social superiority. They were already biased against peasants, and journalists capitalized on this by infusing their coverage with as much prejudice as they could muster. Headlines emphasized the outdated, even primitive nature of the killers: WHERE FOR ONE AND A HALF DECADES NO ONE HAS HEARD THE VOICE OF CONSCIENCE: VISIT NAGYRéV, THE VILLAGE OF DEATH ON THE TISA SHORE, or WITH MEDIEVAL METHODS CHILDREN DESTROYED THEIR PARENTS TO GET THEIR LAND.

In the prison at Szolnok, the peasant women struggled to adjust to the loneliness, the rat-infested cells, and the nonstop interrogations. It was completely different from the communal village life they used to lead. They were forced to take tests that used the signifiers of middle-class culture to determine their intellectual aptitude by quizzing them on things like taxation, national holidays, and the army. A psychiatrist who examined the women decided that their murders were all inherently linked to sex: they were either frigid or promiscuous, and their supposedly warped sexual drives “had [their] root in rural mystery and an abnormal lifestyle, which had distorted the defendants’ psyche and made their behavior unpredictable.”

Two of the imprisoned women, humiliated and disoriented, tied their own head scarves to the bars of the prison windows and strangled themselves. The press saw it as an admission of guilt.

Nihilism

The women from Nagyrév never thought it would come to this.

Yes, they had killed people, but many of them didn’t even see what they’d done as murder. Murder, to them, meant blood and struggle and force. They had simply sent people off to sleep. “We are not murderesses,” they told the court. “We neither stabbed nor drowned our husbands. They have simply died from poison. It was an easy death for them and no murder.”

Perhaps these women saw poisoning as “easy death” because they were desensitized to dying. They saw just how rough life could be: how people went to war and came back mentally and physically damaged, how food was scarce, how children died like flies whether you killed them or not. (By the 1930s, almost one-third of all peasant children in Hungary died before they were old enough to attend school.) Maybe these women told themselves they were simply speeding along a harsh process that would eventually claim their wounded husbands, belligerent in-laws, and squalling babies anyway.

The paper Pesti Napló speculated on the “strange combination of causes” that led to such familiarity with death, and such willingness to cause it. “Yes, it was money; yes, it was hunger for land and yes, it was love and hatred,” ran the editorial. “But it was also cultural nihilism, living at the animals’ level, the primitive nature of their souls.”

Cultural nihilism, yes, certainly. But living at the animals’ level? Primitive souls? These murders were birthed from very human emotions—uncomfortable, ugly emotions, to be sure, like desperation and lust and anger and irritation, but human ones nonetheless. The women killed to lessen their despair and improve their lot in life. Sometimes that meant gaining something (money, land, a new lover); other times it meant ridding themselves of something (husband, son, parent). “If the men were brutish,” wrote the New York Times, “the women seem to have been remarkable for the strength and persistence of their passions. The average age of those so far tried is over 55, yet lust played an even greater part than greed in their crimes.” That last part wasn’t really true, but it made for good copy.

The fact that the women so blatantly—so humanly—wanted more than what they were given was uncomfortable for their more prosperous observers, who told themselves that the Nagyrév women were just—outdated. In other words, their social circles knew right from wrong, but the message simply hadn’t made its way to Nagyrév yet. Really, the climate in Nagyrév was nothing if not a by-product of the world around it—a fact the defense would latch onto soon enough. This fact did not excuse the murderers. But neither did it make them animals.

Funeral Lament

By the end of the year, hundreds of people had been questioned, over fifty graves had been opened, forty exhumed bodies were found to contain arsenic, and the authorities were ready to indict thirty-four women and one man. A rabid public crowded into the courtroom to see these deviants, and when they particularly disliked a defendant, they’d whistle, catcall, or yell demands for harsh sentences.

In the face of all this hatred, it was in the best interest of the women of Nagyrév to appear humble, simple, clean, and grandmotherly. Their only hope for pardon was to seem like good country folk who were either innocent or acted in self-defense.

But the trials splintered the sisterhood of poison apart. Accused women testified against each other; friends and relatives of the deceased men testified against the accused women; some townspeople even gave negative testimonies against their own family members. If the woman on trial had killed an abusive husband, the witnesses from Nagyrév tended to be more lenient, but they turned harshly against those they perceived as having character flaws.

János Kronberg believed every one of the women was guilty, and he wanted them all to hang. His argument was illogically circular but effective: if there was a reason for murder, then a murder happened, and only the accused could have done it. When Kronberg didn’t have hard facts, he resorted to smearing the women’s characters. He called their testimonies “fairy tales,” and believed that poisoning, since it involved cunning, secrecy, and long deliberation, was a quintessentially feminine crime.

The defense didn’t have much to go on. They tried to blame the murders entirely on Zsuzsanna, who made a convenient scapegoat now that she was dead. They also tried to argue that the crimes were the result of poverty, saying the Hungarian authorities could have done more to improve the standard of living in Nagyrév. This was certainly true, but it didn’t do a lot to prove the women’s innocence.

The divorcée Mária Kardos turned out to be one of the most hated figures in the courtroom. She drew great ire from observers by appearing conceited and unrepentant, and she alienated the entire room when she criticized her dead son and deceased third husband. She also wore an expensive head scarf, which irritated the wealthy women of the town, who thought she was trying to rise above her station. During police interrogations, she had confessed her own crimes in excruciating detail, seemingly proud of her actions. Now, she tried to incriminate as many of her townspeople as she could: “We, the women of Nagyrév, all knew what Zsuzsanna Fazekas had been doing. We were as used to her deeds as we were used to seeing the flocks of geese leaving the village for the meadows every morning . . . No one among the women who have been arrested for the poisonings is innocent.”

In an effort to get Mária to show some remorse for her crimes, Kronberg harangued her for her lack of mothering skills, reminding her that birds feed their young, that cows lick their newborn calves, and that a dog will jump into the water to save its puppies, even if it dies in the process. Eventually, Mária broke down. “When one feels desperate, she can do many things,” she admitted. Once the interrogation was over, someone in the audience said loudly, “Rope.”

Finally, the sentences were handed out. Seven women received the death penalty, including Mária and the masseuse Rozália Takács, who had helped with so many of the murders. Most of the others got life in prison or heavy prison sentences; a few went free because there wasn’t enough evidence to convict them.

After the sentencing, the peasant women began a strange, high-pitched wail: “Jaj, Jaj, Istenem, Istenem.” This was the lament they used at funerals—“alas, alas, my God”—and it made the wealthy spectators highly uncomfortable. It was too raw, too tangible. They had signed up for a public spectacle, but they didn’t want to deal with the unbearable intensity of human despair. Especially not from peasants.

Soon enough, though, the Supreme Court swept in and reduced many of the sentences, embarrassing the local authorities. The court found irregularities in the ways the women had been sentenced, and thought most of the sentences were too harsh, anyway. They eventually took three of the seven women off death row, including Rozália Takács. Mária Kardos received no such leniency; the court reexamined her case and concluded that her premeditated, cold-blooded cruelty meant that she deserved to die. She was hanged early in the morning on January 13, 1931.

“They caused the greatest disappointment,” wrote the Szolnok Gazette while the trials were taking place. “Instead of witches, demons and crafty murderers we see only kind, poor, old and broken women on the benches . . . Life has brought them little joy. However, they did not deserve anything better.”
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QUEEN OF POISONERS

Marie-Madeleine, the Marquise de Brinvilliers

Poison: forever the women’s weapon. It fits easily into the home. It’s subtle, secretive, tidy. Poison doesn’t leave blood on the floor or holes in the wall. Dropping a bit of colorless liquid into broth or wine is the simplest thing in the world. And who, historically, stays at home, boils the broth, and serves the wine? Women, of course.

Paris in the second half of the seventeenth century oozed with poison and the fear of poison and, by extension, the fear of women: the divineresses who dabbled in arsenic, spells, and abortions, and the rich young wives who frequented them. The court of the Sun King grew so paranoid that anyone with a stomachache panicked, sure that someone, somewhere, was trying to do them in. Major advancements in pharmacology, coupled with a very real fear of black magic, created the perfect atmosphere for a witch hunt, known today as the Affair of the Poisons. And many of those accused were female.

“How can . . . those who are so sensitive to the misfortunes of others . . . commit such a great crime?” wrote one bemused commentator, shocked at the number of lady poisoners who were swelling the city’s jails. “They are monsters. One must not suppose them like others, and they are sooner compared to the most evil men.”

Sure, it was soothing in a weird way to imagine that these poisoners were more like men than girls, but it simply wasn’t true. These “monsters” were French noblewomen: they spent hours getting their hair done; they went dancing; they drank the iced champagne that was favored by the king. And the whole fatal affair was kicked off by a reckless little marquise named Marie-Madeleine.

La Brinvilliers

Marie-Madeleine d’Aubray, born in 1630, was the daughter of the civil lieutenant of Paris, a plum job that was both highly influential and very well paid. She had two younger brothers and a little sister who was probably not as cool as she was, given that the sister ended up in a convent and Marie—well, Marie was just one of those bold, lovely, spirited girls, you know? Proud, sensitive, quick-tempered. She had big blue eyes, chestnut hair, and a figure that was “not tall, but exceedingly well formed.” She was also smart. One historian who studied her letters reported that her spelling was flawless, “a rare thing with the ladies of her time,” and her handwriting was “remarkable—bold, firm, like a man’s.”

Handwriting wasn’t the only precocious thing about Marie. Decades later, she would claim to have lost her virginity at the age of seven to her five-year-old brother—a statement she subsequently denied. But when Parisian gossips caught wind of the rumor, it only increased the atmosphere of taboo eroticism that swirled around Marie for most of her life.

As a young woman, Marie entered the fantastically libertine circles of high Parisian society that centered around Louis XIV’s amoral court. It was a dizzying world characterized by “utter heartlessness and a complete lack of moral fibre,” filled with scheming, bored nobles who liked to gamble for days without sleeping, spread malicious gossip about each other, engage in very public affairs, toss back glass after glass of iced champagne, and plot the downfall of their enemies.

Despite the corruption that ran through the court like a pulsing vein, there was definitely a sense in Parisian society that being a noble meant you were just better than other people. Nobles were convinced that being wealthy and powerful was positively correlated with being good—that being a noble lent their very character a certain nobility. Decades later, Marie’s lawyer would argue that she couldn’t possibly have committed any crimes because of her “advantages of quality, birth and fortune.” A noble could be a little bit naughty—late nights! lovers! too much gambling!—but aristocrats didn’t do anything that was actually criminal. That was simply unthinkable.

At twenty-one, Marie moved a little deeper into high society when she married the wealthy Antoine Gobelin, whose fortune came from the glamorous field of dye manufacturing. Gobelin’s income plus Marie’s dowry meant they were now a prosperous couple with considerable social cachet that they could fling around Paris. Even better, Gobelin’s land, called Brunvilliers, was eventually elevated to the status of a “marquisate,” which, along with a tweak in spelling, turned Marie into the marquise de Brinvilliers—or “La Brinvilliers,” if you were writing a gossipy letter about her.

Were they in love? Was anybody in love with their spouse back then? Toward the end of her life, Marie wrote of a deep affection for Gobelin, but shortly after their wedding they were both openly taking lovers. This was scandalous, and yet not at all unusual; in fact, a young, attractive, wealthy married woman was practically expected to have a paramour or two. Taking a lover didn’t get you ostracized in seventeenth-century France—it got you talked about. Besides, Gobelin was a weak man who didn’t seem to care what Marie did as long as he was free to indulge in his own lackluster affairs. Marie, on the other hand, “possessed superabundant vitality,” and it wasn’t long before she fell deeply in love with someone who was far better at meeting her needs than her husband was.

Unfortunately, she chose one of the bad guys. Her lover was a devilishly handsome army officer named Godin de Sainte-Croix—a ladies’ man with a serious dark side, a brilliant bastard who could wax eloquent on anything from theology to chemistry. For Marie, he was the “demon who brought about the storm and troubled the security of the family.” But Marie had always loved the storm. The two were soon the deliciously scandalized talk of the town.

While Marie’s husband was busily carrying on affairs of his own and didn’t care what she did with Sainte-Croix, her powerful father and brothers weren’t so easily distracted. They saw how openly Marie flaunted her affair, and they were absolutely humiliated by it. Other nobles may have tittered in delight at Marie’s erotic rampages, but for her male relatives, her behavior was neither aspirational nor a hilarious Parisian joke. It was utter ignominy.

Back then, if you were an important French person and someone was bringing shame on your family, you simply requested a little form for your nemesis’s arrest, signed by the king and known as a lettre de cachet. So one afternoon, as the two lovebirds rolled around Paris in their expensive carriage, they were intercepted by guards flashing a lettre de cachet from Marie’s father, and Sainte-Croix was promptly dragged off to the Bastille.

You can imagine the anger Marie felt at having her lover wrenched away by her father in public. On her way home, she “raged with the blind fury of a wild animal.” This was the beginning of everything for Marie. Later, she would note, chillingly, that “one should never annoy anybody; if Sainte-Croix had not been put in the Bastille perhaps nothing would have happened.”

Good People

As Sainte-Croix whiled away six weeks in prison, he may have crossed paths with another prisoner there, a mysterious Italian poisoning expert named Edigio Exili. Serious poisoning hysteria hadn’t hit Paris yet, and poison was still thought to be the realm of the sneakier Italians. (A French pamphlet from the time claimed that in Italy, poison was “the surest and most common aid to relieving hatred and vengeance,” as though it were simply describing some sort of gastrointestinal medication.)

Marie would eventually claim that Exili taught Sainte-Croix all about the enigmatic art of poisoning. Then she changed her story, saying that Sainte-Croix actually learned about poison from the Swiss chemist Christophe Glaser, celebrated scientist and apothecary to the king. Glaser was famous as much for his scholarship as for his wild recipes that called for ingredients like “the skull of a man dead of a violent death.” Of course, poisonous powders were available at any apothecary, so Marie could have picked up a vial of arsenic or antimony anytime she wanted. But these origin stories speak of the lovers’ desire to link their crimes to something bigger than themselves. They didn’t want to be regular, humble poisoners. They wanted to be co-conspirators with the greats; they wanted their poisoning attempts elevated to the ranks of macabre art.

With Sainte-Croix in the Bastille, Marie had a lot of time to grow angrier and angrier about the temporary loss of her lover. But that wasn’t the only stressor on her plate—she also needed money. Her husband was terrible with his finances, there were gambling debts to deal with, and Sainte-Croix was an expensive boyfriend, blowing through her income as though it were his own. Needless to say, her father’s wealth was starting to look particularly appealing.

As soon as Sainte-Croix was released on May 2, 1663, he rented a laboratory and began telling people he was an alchemist, or at least really close to becoming one. Ever aware of his bad-boy reputation, he began to hint portentously that he was very, very near a big breakthrough. But he also began doing something far more sinister—experimenting with poisons.

Poisoning made sense to the lovers. They needed money, they were furious at Marie’s dad, and if they hit upon the right formula, it would look like her father died of gout, stomach troubles, or a really terrible fever. In order to perfect their formula, Marie decided to test it on the patients of Hôtel Dieu, the famous public hospital next to Notre Dame. There, she wandered among the sick, distributing poisoned jams and sweets to her favorites, and weeping inconsolably when they inevitably died.

“Who would have dreamt that a woman brought up in a respectable family . . . would have made an amusement of going to the hospitals to poison the patients?” wrote Nicolas de la Reynie, the chief of police at the time. Marie looked like a good noblewoman, with her big eyes and pretty figure; she acted like a good noblewoman, deigning to stroke the fevered brows of dying beggars. It was hard for authorities like la Reynie to reconcile all this surface-level kindness and nobility with the fact that Marie wasn’t actually good at all. (Even when Marie should have been keeping house like a proper wife, she instead brought the evil home. She experimented on one of her servant girls by feeding her a one-two punch of poisoned gooseberries and poisoned ham, which gave the poor servant a terrible burning sensation in her stomach and three years of poor health.)

When the lovers became confident their poisons were undetectable and highly effective, they moved in on Marie’s father. Marie planted a servant in his household who began dosing him with arsenic. The year was 1666. It was time for Daddy to die.

“Poisonous Waters”

Over the next eight months, Marie watched her father slip further and further away. After her servant had given him enough poison to destroy his health, Marie joined her ailing dad at his country estate and took over the dreadful process, dropping arsenic into his food and drink. His agonizingly slow death didn’t move her; she dosed him with poison almost thirty separate times. When her older brother came to check in on their father, he wrote to his boss in shock: “I have found him in the condition that was told me, almost beyond any hope of recovering his health . . . in such extreme peril.” After months of vomiting, tremendous stomach pain, and a burning sensation throughout his insides, Monsieur d’Aubray died on September 10, 1666. The cause of death, according to his doctors? Gout.

The inheritance money was divided among the four d’Aubray siblings, and Marie and Sainte-Croix quickly burned through their share of it. By 1670, they were back where they started: desperate for money, chased by creditors, and resentful of anyone who’d ever opposed their love.

Marie’s brothers lived together, conveniently enough, but the older one was married to a woman who hated Marie. This meant that Marie wasn’t welcome in the kitchen, and so she was unable to “access” (wink) the tarts, the savory pies, and the wine. So she planted another servant. He went by the name La Chausée, and he was perfect for the job: he’d already worked for Sainte-Croix, he had a criminal record, and, like Marie, he was creepily patient when it came to watching people die. La Chausée went to work right away with a selection of “poisonous waters” (there was a reddish one and a clear one), spiking various drinks and an elaborate meat pie that both brothers ate with gusto. Soon enough, the men were complaining of burning sensations in their stomachs.

The death of Marie’s brothers was another excruciatingly drawn-out process. We’re talking months of suffering: vomiting, inability to eat, cramps, loss of eyesight, bloody stools, swelling, weight loss, and a constant fire gnawing away at their stomachs. Their bodies grew so “stinking and infected” that it was hard to be in the room with them. It’s difficult to imagine the type of sister who could watch her siblings die so slowly, in such agony, but that was the thing about Marie. She was furious. The “violent Passions” that saturated her life included not just lust and greed, but a burning desire for revenge. And her brothers, along with her father, made up the patriarchal cage she was constantly rattling against. They sent her off to a weak, boring husband and then punished her when she tried to escape him. They insisted that she behave not just for her own sake, but for the sake of their reputations. She answered them with terrible vengeance.

Her older brother passed away in June, while the younger one lived until September. Autopsies for both brothers revealed the same wrecked insides: the stomach and liver were blackened and gangrenous, and the intestines were literally falling apart. After the younger brother’s death, doctors began to suspect the two had been poisoned, but they didn’t press the matter. No one had any idea who could have committed the crime, since La Chausée masqueraded so well as a faithful servant and Marie made sure she was miles away when each one died. La Chausée even received a tidy bonus of one hundred crowns for his faithful service.

Now that all her closest male relatives were dead, Marie began plotting the murder of her sister, a devout single gal with a large fortune. She also wanted to poison her sister-in-law, who had just inherited some of the d’Aubray wealth, a fact that irritated Marie. Plus, she’d been toying with the idea of poisoning her husband and marrying Sainte-Croix—though Sainte-Croix didn’t seem very excited about that idea. One of the great gossips of the time, Madame de Sévigné, noted that while Marie kept giving her husband poison, Sainte-Croix—“not anxious to have so evil a woman as his wife”—kept slipping the poor man remedies. The result? “Shuttlecocked about like this five or six times, now poisoned, now unpoisoned, he still remained alive.”

Needless to say, Sainte-Croix and Marie were no longer in their honeymoon period. A furious Marie even wrote him a letter claiming that she didn’t want to live anymore and so had just poisoned herself with his formula, which she’d bought from him at such a high price. In fact, Marie had taken another lover just after her brothers died. This man would be just as destructive to her as Sainte-Croix was, but in a different way; while Sainte-Croix encouraged her crimes, this lover would turn against her because of them. But for now, Marie had no idea that he’d ever betray her. All she knew was that this new man was kind, young, and good.

Sundry Curious Secrets

Jean-Baptiste Briancourt was hired as a tutor for Marie’s children in the fall of 1670 and became her lover shortly afterward. Like her husband, Briancourt was a weak, cowardly man, but he must have been an appealing foil for Sainte-Croix, since Marie was feeling especially vulnerable about her relationship with Sainte-Croix at the time (thus the marriage attempts and the threat of suicide). Where Sainte-Croix was unscrupulous and unafraid, Briancourt was moral and wary. He was completely infatuated by the marquise, but also terrified of her; she talked incessantly of poison and told him all about her crimes. He could see how cruel she was to her daughter, and suspected Marie was trying to poison the girl.

Eventually, Briancourt began to wonder if the marquise was plotting to kill him, too. His worst fears were confirmed when Marie asked him to come to her bed at midnight. When Briancourt happened to pass by her room a bit earlier than planned, he saw Marie hiding Sainte-Croix in her closet. The resulting scene was practically vaudevillian: Briancourt showed up at midnight, hurt and silent; Marie tried to tempt him into bed; Briancourt suddenly lunged toward the closet; Marie flung herself onto Briancourt’s back, shrieking, to prevent him from opening the door; Briancourt opened it anyway, came face-to-face with a creeping Sainte-Croix, and screamed, “Ah, villain, you have come to stick a knife into me!” At that, Sainte-Croix scrambled out of there as fast as he could, and Marie rolled on the floor screaming and crying and threatening to poison herself. Eventually, Briancourt calmed her down by promising to forgive her, all the while hatching a plan to flee in the morning.

Marie was cracking. She may have been cool about murdering relatives, but the torrid relationship with Sainte-Croix was starting to fray her. She was beginning to realize that this man had, in a way, stolen her entire life. She had given him her wealth and her time and her love; she had bound herself to him with the most horrible secrets. In turn, he had taken and taken from her without remorse and, now that things were getting messy, he seemed to be pulling away. Finally, in his last great betrayal of Marie, Sainte-Croix died before his crimes were ever discovered, leaving her to take the fall for both of them.

Legend says that on July 30, 1672, Sainte-Croix was whipping up poisons in his secret laboratory, wearing a glass mask to avoid breathing the dangerous fumes. As he bent over the fire to stir some devilish pot, his mask shattered, and Sainte-Croix was immediately killed by his own poison. His actual death wasn’t nearly so poetically just. He simply died after a long illness, with none of the authorities suspecting him to be a criminal. In fact, he died a good man in the eyes of the church: he was able to perform his final devotions and receive the last rites.

He was, however, disastrously in debt, and so the Paris courts sent over a commissary to put his affairs in order. (Ironically, the commissary came from the same building where Marie’s father used to work.) The man initially uncovered a mysterious scroll titled “My Confession,” but since Sainte-Croix wasn’t accused of anything at the time, he decided that the document was some sort of sacred declaration between a man and his God, not meant for public consumption. As such, he tossed it into the fire.

But the commissary also discovered a little box full of cryptic vials and powders, which turned out to be things like antimony, prepared vitriol, corrosive sublimate powder, and opium. Even stranger, the box came with a note saying that upon the event of Sainte-Croix’s death, the contents should be immediately given to the marquise de Brinvilliers. “All that it contains concerns her and belongs to her alone,” ran the note. “In case she dies before I do . . . burn it, and all that is in it.” There were also multiple papers and envelopes marked “to be burnt in case of death,” and one biographer reported that Sainte-Croix actually dared to label an envelope “Sundry Curious Secrets.” Unsurprisingly, the commissary turned the box over to the police.

The whole affair only grew more suspicious when Marie rushed over to the authorities late at night, demanding that the box of poiso—uh, “curious secrets”—be handed over to her. She should have played it cool, acting nostalgic for the effects of a deceased lover, but her “very eager and extraordinary manner of demanding it” immediately caused the authorities to become apprehensive. Instead of giving her the box, they decided to test its contents, and fed two of the most enigmatic liquids to a selection of animals, all of which died within hours.

When Marie’s sister-in-law heard about the mysterious box full of poisons, she went on a legal rampage, demanding vengeance for her husband’s murder. She lodged an accusation against La Chausée, who was dragged off to jail, and she told the authorities to snatch up the marquise de Brinvilliers immediately.

Marie fled the country.

Ordinary and Extraordinary Questions

While French authorities scoured the continent for the marquise, La Chausée went to trial. As a low-ranking member of society with a criminal record and an angry noblewoman on his case, he never stood a chance. He was found guilty before he had confessed a thing, based solely on “conjectures and strong presumptions.” On March 24, 1673, the judges sentenced him to be executed after undergoing torture: the “ordinary and extraordinary questions.”

The questions were a form of water torture in which the victim’s nose was pinched shut, his body stretched backward over a trestle, and copious amounts of water forced down his throat—twice as much water for the extraordinary as for the ordinary. After groaning through the questions, La Chausée was then shoved into a horrific torture device called the brodequins: with his legs stuck between planks, wooden wedges were slowly hammered into the space between plank and leg, eventually crushing his calves. La Chausée refused to confess a thing during the torture, but once he was released from the brodequins, the truth came pouring out of him. (Apparently this was common with torture—the sheer relief of being free from the pain often brought about a veritable torrent of confession.) He was then tied to a wheel, beaten with iron bars, and left to bleed out in agony. An execution like this was known as being “broken on the wheel,” and brings to mind a sort of cross—one where the victim dies facing the sky.

For exactly three years and one day after La Chausée was sentenced to death, Marie avoided capture. She moved around Europe, surviving on small amounts of money sent by her sister—the same sister she had once planned to kill. When her sister died in 1675, Marie was left to survive as best she could and eventually rented a convent room in Liège, which was then an independent city-state full of French troops. This was a huge mistake. Word soon reached the Parisian authorities that the infamous La Brinvilliers was hiding out in a convent, and they descended on her.

As Marie was dragged back to Paris for trial, she tried to kill herself multiple times by attempting to swallow pins and mouthfuls of crushed glass. If she’d been the talk of the town during her halcyon days with Sainte-Croix, she was even more famous now. A rumor began to circulate that she had tried to impale herself by pushing a sharp stick between her legs. As a friend wrote to Madame de Sévigné, “She thrust a stick—guess where! Not in her eye, not in her mouth, not in her ear, not in her nose, and not Turkish fashion [anally]. Guess where!” La Brinvilliers had carried on a public affair for so many years that now even rumors of her suicide attempts framed her in a hypersexual light. But Marie was no longer the wild child of libertine Paris. At forty-six, she was a marked woman, and she was exhausted.

When Marie was arrested, a sheaf of papers had been discovered in her room—a written confession. Like her lover, Marie had been desperate to unburden her conscience. In the document, she indicts herself of “bizarre and monstrous crimes”: killing her father, murdering her brothers, letting La Chausée be broken on the wheel because of her crimes, attempting to poison one of her children, thinking about killing herself, burning down a barn, plotting to kill her sister, and trying to poison her husband. In fact, she more or less recants her whole life. “I accuse myself of having created general scandal,” she writes. “I accuse myself that I did not honor my father, and that I did not render to him the respect I owed him.” She confesses to having two children with Sainte-Croix and a third child with a cousin, to losing her virginity at age seven to a brother, and to committing incest “three times a week, perhaps three hundred times in all.” She also declares that, in giving herself to Sainte-Croix, she caused her own ruin.

Of course, in one fell swoop, Marie distracts us all from murder with her extreme claims of incest, which at least one historian has speculated could be code for childhood abuse. At the time, they merely fueled her reputation as a voraciously lustful woman. But upon reading her confession today, we’re confronted with a portrait of a desperate, desolate woman, saturated with regret and exhaustive in her self-immolation: she moves from not honoring her father to killing him, from killing her brothers to sleeping with them, from creating “general scandal” to causing the torture and death of an unfortunate petty criminal. In court, she denied the whole thing, claiming she was out of her mind when she wrote it: feverish, confused, alone in a foreign country.

Since she was a woman of high social standing, the court needed substantial evidence to prove her guilt—and the incriminating “confession” wasn’t enough. Many witnesses took the stand against her, and one theme that emerged was that La Brinvilliers had been obsessed with poison. One woman testified that Marie had gotten drunk at a dinner party and flaunted Sainte-Croix’s box of poisons, laughing, “Here is vengeance on one’s enemies; this box is small, but is full of inheritances!” Another man heard that Marie told Briancourt (ah, the Parisian gossip machine!) that there were “ways to make away with people that displeased her.” Still, none of these testimonies were quite enough to convict her, until the court brought in the one person who knew all about her crimes: Briancourt himself.

Marie listened to her former lover testify against her for a total of eighteen hours. He told the court everything: how she and Sainte-Croix killed her father and brothers, how she asked him for help with the murder of her sister and sister-in-law, how she plotted to murder him with Sainte-Croix in the closet. Marie listened with frightening hauteur, responding that Briancourt was a drunkard and a liar. When Briancourt began to weep on the witness stand, saying, “I warned you many a time, madam, about your disorders and your cruelty, and that your crimes would ruin you,” Marie called him a coward. The court was stunned by her eerie, unfeeling composure, but Briancourt’s testimony was exactly what they needed to convict her.

Marie really was a vision in the courtroom: calm, cold, proud. She denied everything, over and over, even as her life was “remorselessly dissected” in front of her. The horrible nature of her crimes made everyone else highly emotional—at one point, even the judges were crying—but Marie “kept her head proudly erect, and preserved undimmed the stony clearness of her blue eyes.”

On July 16, 1676, the judges declared her guilty, and sentenced her to the ordinary and extraordinary questions, hoping she’d spill the names of any accomplices during the torture. After the questions, she would be beheaded. In a way, this sentence was merciful. They could have had her burned alive.

De Profundis

Marie was given a confessor, a Jesuit priest named Edmé Pirot, who was every bit as sensitive and empathetic as Marie was proud and cold. Pirot was such a delicate soul, in fact, that he claimed to faint at the sight of blood. The sight of Marie—who was by that point very thin, and of course very doomed—immediately tugged at his heart.

Like Briancourt before him, Pirot desperately wanted Marie to repent, and miraculously, Marie was now willing to do so. After spending some time with him, she declared that she was ready to make a full confession to the court. There, in front of everyone, she finally admitted that she’d killed her father and brothers. Perhaps she was hoping to avoid torture.

Unfortunately, she didn’t tell the court anything they didn’t already know; they were hoping for accomplices, dark secrets, important names. Poisoning paranoia had begun to creep through the city, and authorities were already panicking about the terrifying subtlety of these sorts of crimes. They feared that after Marie’s death, her poisons would somehow kill again. After all, in her written confession, she mentioned selling poison to another woman who wanted to kill her husband. Who knew where this web of feminine evil would spread next?

So the torture began. Marie was stripped naked and bent backward over a wooden trestle, with her ankles tied to the floor and her hands tied to the wall behind her. The torturer began to funnel water down her throat, and after she came up from each dose, coughing and gasping, she was questioned.

“My God! You are killing me!” she wept. “And I only spoke the truth.” More water was funneled down her throat. “You are killing me!” she cried again. The trestle was raised, her body stretched even farther, and the extraordinary question began. “O God, you tear me to pieces!” she screamed. “Lord, pardon me! Lord, have mercy upon me!” Her ankles and wrists began to bleed, and the water kept pouring down her throat, but still La Brinvilliers refused to confess any more than she already had, groaning that she would not tell a lie “that would destroy her soul.”

After four and a half hours of torture, the men realized that if Marie carried any dark secrets with her, she was taking them to the grave. So they told her to prepare herself for death, and sent her back to her confessor.

Apparently the indignity and horror of the torture had awoken some of Marie’s old fire. She’d been humble and penitent in front of Pirot the night before, but now she was incensed at the humiliation she’d endured as well as the humiliation she was about to endure. She would have to do public penance on her way to the scaffold and then, after her death, her ashes would be scattered to the winds—an unthinkable ending for the haughty marquise. Pirot tried so hard to bring her back to a repentant state that he began to weep. Finally, after an hour of his pleading and tears, Marie began crying, too.

The execution of the scandalous La Brinvilliers was quite the happening event, and many Parisian nobles turned out to see her inglorious processional. A tiny, dirty tumbril arrived to carry her to the scaffold. On her way to the cart, Marie had to walk past a group of nobles who’d weaseled their way into the jail to catch a glimpse of the infamous woman, curious if she was still the same girl that they’d danced with, gambled with, and toasted with iced champagne. Now she was barefoot, wearing a coarse white shift with a noose slung symbolically around her neck.

The ride through Paris—with even more nobles gaping at her and everyone yelling that she deserved to die—was an incredibly demeaning ordeal for a woman of status. Pirot, watching her closely, saw her literally convulse with rage and humiliation: “Her face contracted, her brows were knitted, her eyes flashed, her mouth was distorted, and her whole aspect was embittered.” A sketch of this awful moment, immortalized by Charles Le Brun, hangs in the Louvre today. It’s a grim portrait of cyclical human brokenness—the killer on her way to be slaughtered.

The procession edged toward Notre Dame, where Marie was forced to get out of the cart to perform a public penance. She knelt, holding a lit torch, and proclaimed, “I confess that, wickedly and for revenge, I poisoned my father and my brothers, and attempted to poison my sister, to obtain possession of their goods, and I ask pardon of God, of the king, and of my country’s laws.” Later, Pirot wrote, “Some people say that she hesitated in saying her father’s name—but I noticed nothing of the sort.”

On the scaffold, the executioner shaved Marie’s hair and ripped open her shirt to expose her neck and shoulders. Pirot whispered prayers in her ear to calm her, while the snarls of the crowd rose and fell around them like waves. The executioner covered her eyes, and she began to obediently repeat a prayer after Pirot, when a long sword flashed through the air. Marie fell silent.

Suddenly nauseated, Pirot assumed that the executioner had missed her head entirely, because though Marie was no longer speaking, she still knelt upright, with her head on her shoulders. Moments later, though, her head slid off her neck and her body fell forward. The executioner asked Pirot, “Was that not a good stroke?” and immediately drank a mouthful of wine. As Marie had requested, Pirot began to recite a de profundis, the Catholic prayer for the dead, over her bleeding body: Out of the depths I cry to You, O Lord.

“We Shall Breathe Her”

La Brinvilliers was dead, and Paris was terrified, scandalized, thrilled. “The affair of Mme de Brinvilliers is frightful, and it has been a long time since one heard talk of a woman as evil as she,” wrote one Parisian gossip to another. “The source of all her crimes was love.” Since Marie had made no secret of her sexual appetite, flaunting her affair with Sainte-Croix all around Paris, the narrative of the beautiful marquise poisoning for love was a natural one for her peers to latch onto.

Love and its close cousins, lust and obsession, have been identified as the “source” of female crimes since the beginning of time, in a host of archetypal ways: the jealous mistress, the spurned lover, the mad Ophelia, the brainwashed Manson girl. Love makes for a story that’s not just romantic, but pleasant. It’s a clean-burning fire, after all; love may destroy things, but at its core, love is supposed to be true and noble, kind of like how at their core, French nobles were assumed to be good. If the source of Marie’s crimes was love, it would seem to negate the worst part of her wickedness, or at least make it more socially acceptable. A good noblewoman was allowed to go a little bit crazy when it came to love, especially a noblewoman in love with a man like Sainte-Croix, who swaggered around boasting about his pseudosciences and attempting to transform base matter into gold.

Today, we can see that love wasn’t what drove the marquise to kill, despite what the gossips insisted. She loved, and was loved, and perhaps love led to her downfall, but she was also furious, vengeful, and fixated on her box of “inheritances.” (“One should never annoy anybody!”) But money was prosaic, and revenge was distasteful in a noblewoman, so the narrative of love was the one that stuck.

Even with its romantic allure, her story left Paris traumatized—and paranoid about the use of poison. If a lovely, wealthy woman could poison the men closest to her, then who wouldn’t poison? If nobility could turn evil, then who was safe?

“Well, it’s all over and done with, Brinvilliers is in the air,” wrote Madame de Sévigné to a friend. “Her poor little body was thrown after the execution into a very big fire and the ashes to the winds, so that we shall breathe her, and through the communication of the subtle spirits we shall develop some poisoning urge which will astonish us all . . . Never has such a crowd been seen, nor Paris so excited and attentive.”

In fact, some of Paris was so attentive that they watched the burning of Marie’s body till the very end. They wanted to see where her ashes would land. The people who stood closest to the scaffold reported that her face was illuminated by a halo just before the beheading. Death had made her a saint, they said, and went searching through the cinders for bits of bone.





Conclusion

Horror

The half-life of murder is forever. The pull of a detective story is strong. And so there are about a million things to wonder about serial killers, a million angles to examine, a million stones to turn over. This in and of itself is kind of a freaky fact. Why is it possible to theorize so extensively about these people? Shouldn’t we just wash our hands and be done with ’em? Why are we so obsessed? Why did that one friend scoot her chair away from me when I told her I “empathized but didn’t sympathize” with every woman in this book?

People typically have one of two reactions when I mention that I’m writing about female serial killers: a frenetic, “That’s hilarious!” or an aghast, “That’s horrible.” (Secret option number three: a nervous chuckle, accompanied by a tiny step backward.) I understand all of these approaches, but taken alone, each one is a fallacy. I believe we have to laugh and shudder in order to understand our own human history, which is partially an inheritance of death.

Recoiling from crime is natural, but recoil too far and it becomes a delusion. Psychologists have theorized that we love separating ourselves from “evil” because it makes us feel good about ourselves: “Locating evil within selected individuals or groups carries with it the ‘social virtue’ of taking society ‘off the hook’ as blameworthy.” And being blameless certainly sounds lovely. But as Aleksandr Solženicyn wrote after undergoing a series of terrible experiences (prison, forced-labor camp, exile), “If only there were evil people somewhere insidiously committing evil deeds, and it were necessary only to separate them from the rest of us and destroy them. But the line dividing good and evil cuts through the heart of every human being. And who is willing to destroy a piece of his own heart?” I also love the way Joyce Carol Oates puts it: “To examine the mind of the serial killer is to examine the human mind in extremis, and should anything ‘human’ be alien to us? Where the ‘human’ crosses over into the ‘monstrous’ is after all a matter of law, theology, or aesthetic taste.”

Ladies

Female serial killers often go undetected for a long time, yes. But just for the record, a lot of the rhetoric about how “nobody even realizes that there are female serial killers” can quickly veer into the realm of the ridiculous. Lady killers exist, but underestimating that reality does not mean we are literally putting our own lives at risk every time we talk to a woman. One otherwise-great book on the subject includes a line implying that the “cute girl behind the deli counter slicing our bread” could actually be a heartless murderess. Dude, just order the sandwich, you’re going to be fine.

Still, female serial killers haven’t been studied very extensively, and when they are, the studies are far from exhaustive: they often focus solely on killers in the United States, or killers over the past hundred years, etc. Because of this, I haven’t included very many stats in this book; they frequently seem either limited or unreliable. Here’s a stat you may enjoy, though: in the United States, the chances that you will be murdered by a female serial killer could be as low as one in ninety million.

The odds that you will be murdered by a woman in this book, of course, are zero. The choice to keep these lady killers fairly “vintage” (Nannie Doss is the most recent killer, and she hung around in the 1950s) was largely an aesthetic one; with victims and perpetrators long dead, the stories hopefully err on the side of spooky and mesmerizing rather than simply . . . depressing. Today’s serial killers are certainly worthy of study, but there’s a heaviness and a sadness to modern crimes that history tends to erase, for better or for worse. Anyway, today is not the era of the serial killer. Those sorts of murderers are a rare breed now, an endangered species, unlike during the 1970s and 80s when they roamed the streets in seemingly unstoppable numbers. If crimes reflect the anxieties of our time, then today is the era of the mass murderer, the terrorist. Our violent delights still lead to violent ends, but the ends change as the decades ebb and flow.

One stat that does get confirmed again and again in various studies is that the majority of serial killers, both male and female, are white. (Are we surprised?) Of course, stats come with their own sets of biases. I would say the majority of serial killers who are written about in the media, who appear in the historical record, are white. When it comes to the “pre-1950s female serial killer of color” category, the information is slim, inaccessible, or else was seemingly never documented at all. Plus, there’s a lot of misinformation; if you manage to find a list of historical female serial killers broken down by race, you’ll notice many of the women of color who are listed as early “serial killers” are actually mythical figures, bandits, or evil queens. My own research, of course, can’t help but be flawed and incomplete, but I’ll tell you who I was hoping to include: Clementine Barnabet, a young black girl from New Orleans, and Miyuki Ishikawa, a Japanese midwife. Unfortunately, little has been preserved about them beyond the facts of the crimes themselves, even (for Miyuki) in Japanese, and I was unable to find the degree of detail required to make them fully come alive.

In general, I wonder if female serial killers haven’t been studied extensively because at the end of the day, in our heart of hearts, we don’t consider them worthy antagonists. Let them slice the bread; let them glare at us from behind the deli counter. We are simply not afraid of them.

Heartache

Being a lady killer is quite lonely, it turns out. Not a single woman in this book appears to have had any close friends. Tillie had her cousin Nellie, Raya had Sakina, Anna and Alice had their beloved sons. That was about it. Marriage and children weren’t sources of comfort for most of these women, for obvious reasons. And as far as I can tell, the only people who really reached out to them or tried to understand them were pastors, journalists, and the occasional doctor or defense lawyer—in other words, people who were sent to them after they’d been locked up, when it was too late to save them from themselves.

Speaking of loneliness, the term “mise en abyme,” which literally means “placed into abyss,” has started to remind me of these women. The phrase evokes the feeling of a hall of mirrors: an image of an image, something multiplying into infinity. I hear it and I see Erzsébet Báthory standing in her cavernous halls, jangling in the abyss, no one there to reflect anything back at her other than her own twisted reality. I see Mary Ann Cotton, doomed to repeat herself over and over again, forever playing out a dark parody of marriage and motherhood. I see the peasants of Nagyrév, with each of their murders like the play within a play of Hamlet, a tiny story reflecting back on the larger one, contributing to the idea that what had happened and what was about to happen was all totally inescapable.

Somehow it doesn’t stress me out that we’re all obsessed with serial killers. Maybe it should. (Mark Seltzer, a professor at UCLA who’s written extensively about violence, calls this obsession “wound culture”—our tendency to gather around trauma, unable to avert our eyes.) I don’t think our obsession stems from the fact that we are all secretly violent, using the serial killer to enact our darkest fantasies. I think it comes from our enduring love of stories. That being said, I have been haunted time and again while writing this book with a nagging sense of moral responsibility. I don’t want to accidentally make murder sound trivial or hilarious. I don’t want to make female serial killers sound like the ultimate feminists. I don’t want to be part of the long tradition of glamorizing serial killers, though I’m sure I’ve slipped up from time to time. But I believe in the healing and illuminating power of narrative, and I think there’s something to be gleaned from looking at evil, trying to understand it, wondering if perhaps we are all a little bit responsible. Should anything human be alien to us? That question is terrifying, and beautiful.

I cried twice while working on this book, both times over the same moment: the part where Anna Marie Hahn completely loses it on her way to the electric chair. Anna’s murders are some of the most coldhearted in the book—but, when faced with her own death, Anna couldn’t take it. I think that’s so poignant, so sad. It shows how desperately the human body wants to live, no matter how evil or reckless the soul within it has become. Even the most psychopathic woman can realize, when staring death in the eyes, that what she valued, in the end, was life all along.
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First Person

In 2011, here’s how I described my “reasons for writing” to a graduate school admissions committee:

“I can’t sleep in front of a dark television because I’m pretty sure the girl from The Ring will come crawling out of it with her wet black hair covering her face. Like Borges and Poe, I am terrified of seeing my face in a dark mirror. When I was twelve, my little sister crept into bed with me and I woke in the middle of the night with a quiet body beside me and I absolutely knew—for about forty seconds—that there was a murderer in my bed, holding a knife to his chest and waiting.”

This paragraph reveals someone both terrified of and obsessed with, well, being terrified, so I guess it’s not that surprising that I eventually ended up writing about murderesses. However, if you asked me my honest opinion, I would tell you that the root of this book was planted much further back than the year 2011. It was planted during the year in high school when I was obsessed with Nero—you know, the worst Roman emperor ever. I’ve always had a morbid sense of humor (which is ironic because I am a cowardly milksop who cannot bear horror movies), and in those days I was overflowing with Nero-related anecdotes that no one would listen to. For example, once he was so bored at a gladiator match that he tried to “spice things up” by throwing a brick at another audience member’s head and killing the poor man. He also apparently roamed the streets of Rome at night with a squadron of guards, looking for people to randomly kill and toss into the sewers. Anyway, one day I had to read an essay on Nero aloud to a small group of fellow students, and I started laughing so hard that I cried. No one else in the room moved a muscle. It was horribly awkward, and I felt, of course, like some sort of teenage pyschopath. But I really did enjoy writing that essay. [image: image]
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Q&A

This is your first book. Did anything surprise you while you were working on it?

I was surprised by how much each chapter felt like a short story. Narrative arc, character development, cliff-hangers—it felt just like writing fiction, except I didn’t have to decide how each story ended. Which was nice. I was also surprised by how emotional I felt about a lot of these women. Many of them were real underdogs who had it terribly rough, and while that doesn’t excuse their crimes, it certainly adds pathos to their stories. And finally, I was surprised by how intimidating writing a nonfiction book can be. Dealing with thousands of little facts, trying not to get anything wrong while still telling a good story, hoping that your sources are reliable, wondering if there’s some major primary-source document sitting around on an ancient scroll that you could have discovered if you had just looked a little harder—there’s a whole new level of authorial anxiety there that you simply don’t encounter when building fictional worlds.

Why did you decide to approach such a serious topic in a humorous way?

Well, part of that is just my personality, for better or for worse. It’s hard for me to remain super-serious for long stretches of time. Plus, I have a fairly morbid sense of humor (see: Emperor Nero anecdote). But really, so many of the characters in this book are just that: characters. They are wild, unpredictable, grandiose, un-self-aware, and as such, they lend themselves to the occasional flash of humor or sarcasm. I think the bishop Ledrede is hilariously melodramatic. I think it’s pretty funny that Nannie killed her most boring husband by poisoning his boiled prunes. I mean: prunes! I like imagining the grandiose self-mythologizing that Marie and Sainte-Croix were doing in his laboratory: tapping their fingers together, rhapsodizing about how they were the greatest poisoners of all time, and so on. There’s an element of the ridiculous there.

I also believe that a bit of humor helps us understand things. Certain things. We’re trained to believe that, to be intellectual, we must use a very somber, very proper tone of voice while sitting around and discussing important Man-Things. But in my limited experience, being intellectually rigid is a surefire way to only see 50 percent of the picture. Of course, it’s important to be appropriate and not disrespectful; sometimes extreme seriousness is the only answer. But I think it’s easier to get inside the mind of these women if we aren’t clutching our pearls so hard that we strangle ourselves.

What was your favorite part of the process?

There is just nothing better than coming across a fact or a bit of cultural ephemera that’s better than anything you could invent in fiction. Like the fact that Russian serfs in Darya’s day were called “souls,” paired with the fact that Darya was hyper-religious? So poignant. It gives me this wonderful feeling of narrative completeness.

Who do you find scariest?

Probably Darya. She was the bloodiest, the most deranged, and unlike her sister-in-crime-and-wealth Erzsébet, there is a lot of rigorous documentation that indicates just how guilty she was. She was accused of killing 138 people! She was the dictator of her own blood-drenched plot of land, utterly powerful (for a while), utterly untouchable. Her story is just an unbelievable study of the consequences (and lack thereof) of the abuse of power.

Who do you find most confounding?

Mary Ann Cotton. What was her end goal? It’s endlessly unclear. Her actions were so repetitive that she flirts with madness. She’s the embodiment of the quote about how insanity is doing the same thing over and over and expecting different results.

Which lady killer would you most like to meet?

Well, Alice Kyteler definitely wouldn’t have killed me! Her eyes were firmly set on her next rich husband. She’d have no interest in murdering a female writer, unless said writer crossed her (which I would never do—I mean, I’ve read the paperwork, she was a dangerous one). So I’d love to go over to her Irish mansion, have some tea and soda bread, and talk about gender, politics, and the search for love. And then I’d toss in a casual, “So . . . you’re on your fourth marriage, and your husband’s nails are falling off. What’s the deal?”

Which chapter was the easiest to write? Which was the most difficult?

The chapter on Raya and Sakina was by far the most difficult. At first, I simply couldn’t find much about them, especially not in English. And what I found was full of facts, but contained very little about who the sisters were as people. I plugged the facts dutifully into a chapter format but still, the sisters felt completely unknowable. Thankfully, someone put me in touch with the scholar Nefertiti Takla who was completing her UCLA dissertation on the sisters, and she generously let me read the dissertation once it was finished. Some of the quotes she uncovered—like Sakina’s defiant final monologue—acted as these little sparks, so to speak, that made the sisters come alive. The endless frustration as a mostly monolingual writer is that you always feel like there’s some document in the primary-source language that you just can’t find, or some cultural nuance that you just don’t get. You really have to fling yourself on the expertise of others in that case, and make testy peace with the fact that you are perhaps never going to get the story perfectly right.

Lizzie Halliday’s chapter may have been the “easiest” because I had the opposite problem—gobs and gobs and gobs of information. The first draft of her chapter was twice as long as every other chapter in the book! There was just so much going on with her, since each one of her crimes was so different (a rarity in this book full of repetitious arsenic use!). And she was such a colorful (though tragic) character that it was hard to eliminate anecdotes about her. You know the Jack the Ripper rumor? Her jailer was partially responsible for that—he would gossip to the press like, Yeah, last night Lizzie basically admitted she was the Ripper! How weird is that? So irresponsible! But people were always trying to jump on the lady killer fame bandwagon.

If you could watch a movie about any one of these women, who would you choose, and who would you cast in the adaptation?

I think a movie about Marie, the Marquise de Brinvilliers, could be wonderfully positioned as an anti-Marie Antoinette piece: flouncing about Paris, bringing death in her wake. Marion Cotillard would be incredible in that role. But I would also love to watch a movie about Kate Bender. There’s so much narrative sex appeal in her story, what with themes of the West, and myth, and the American Dream. Could we cast Bonnie and Clyde–era Faye Dunaway?





About the Book


Incomplete Data Set

Various rumors, characters, and images pop up again and again in these chapters. And I’m not just talking about arsenic in a cup of hot tea! Here, some totally unscientific data I’ve compiled on these fourteen women. Use to fuel your conspiracy theories.

Number of times their crimes were connected to witchcraft: six. (Alice, Elizabeth, Erzsébet, Kate, Zsuzsanna from the Angel Makers, Tillie.)

Number of sympathetic pastoral figures: three. (Erzsébet’s pastor who worried about all the dead servant girls, Elizabeth’s pastor John Newton, and Marie’s confessor Edme Pirot.)

Number of defense lawyers who had a lot of feelings: two. (Lizzie’s lawyer George H. Carpenter wept when she was sentenced. Anna’s lawyer Joseph Hoodin said his job was one that nobody could handle.)

Number of fiery girl reporters who were there to break the case open: three. (Colette reported on Moulay; Nellie Bly interviewed Lizzie; Genevieve Forbes interviewed Tillie.)

Number of executions where the criminal died mid-prayer: two. (Anna and Marie.)

Number of Elizabeths: three. (Elizabeth, Lizzie, and Erzsébet.)

Number of lady killers who more or less vanished into the sunset: three. (We don’t know what happened to Alice, Kate, or Moulay.)

Number of unproven rumors about sex: at least twelve. (Erzsébet: learned about lesbianism from her aunt, was lovers with Darvolya, had a child with a servant, was promiscuous while her husband was at war. Lizzie: had a secret lover who helped her hide bodies. Sakina: was oversexed and this led her to kill. Mary Ann: killed her husband Ward because she was sexually unsatisfied, moved in with a “lusty sailor.” Alice: slept with a demon. Darya: had a child with her jailer. Angel Makers: killed because they were frigid, killed because they were promiscuous.)

Number of ill-advised business models: five. (Anna opened a restaurant and then burned it down; Erzsébet opened her gynaeceum and then killed everyone in it; Lizzie opened a shop and burned it down; Moulay opened a brothel and then killed her workers; Raya and Sakina opened a brothel and also killed their workers.)

Number of freelance gigs: at least five. (Kate Bender advertised her spiritualist services; Anna developed a second stream of income by betting on horses; Mary Ann took a lot of gigs as a nurse; Sakina sold rotting horse meat; Rozália Takács of the Angel Makers was a masseuse.)

Number of good cooks: three. (Nannie, Anna, and Tillie were all praised for their well-seasoned meals by men who ended up sick or dead.)

Number of times dogs got involved: three. (Dogs played with bones around Erzsébet’s castle; Tillie killed a couple of poor dogs that barked too loudly; Kate Bender’s little dog was abandoned by the family during their getaway.) [image: image]





About the Book


A Playlist

I listened to music very repetitively while writing this book. These were the ten songs I found most fitting.

“Miserere Mei, Deus,” by Gregorio Allegri

“Countess Bathory,” by Venom

“Kill Kill,” by Juvenile

“I Put a Spell on You,” by Screamin’ Jay Hawkins, but also the Nina Simone and Marilyn Manson covers

“Kill V. Maim,” by Grimes

“Hey Joe,” by Jimi Hendrix

“Where Did You Sleep Last Night?” both the Lead Belly and the Nirvana versions

“You Want it Darker,” by Leonard Cohen

“Prayers for Rain,” by The Cure

“When I Am Laid in Earth (Dido’s Lament),” by Henry Purcell [image: image]





Further reading


More About These Women

On the Angel Makers of Nagyrév: Bodó,

Béla, Tiszazug: A Social History of a Murder Epidemic

On Anna Marie Hahn: Franklin, Diana Britt, The Good-bye Door: The Incredible True Story of the First Female Serial Killer to Die in the Chair

On Erzsébet Báthory: Craft, Kimberly L., Infamous Lady: The True Story of Countess Erzsébet Báthory

On Kate Bender (an old one!): Hardy, Allison, Kate Bender, the Kansas Murderess: The Horrible History of an Arch Killer

On the Marquise de Brinvilliers and what followed her execution: Somerset, Anne, The Affair of the Poisons: Murder, Infanticide, and Satanism at the Court of Louis XIV

On Mary Ann Cotton: Wilson, David, Mary Ann Cotton: Britain’s First Female Serial Killer [image: image]





Further reading


Of General Interest

Bade, Patrick, Femme Fatale: Images of Evil and Fascinating Women

A History of Evil in Popular Culture, ed. Jody W. Pennington, Sharon Packer Seltzer

Ronson, Jon, The Psychopath Test

Seltzer, Mark, Serial Killers: Death and Life in America’s Wound Culture
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