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ABSTRACT

In the summer of 1826, Hannah Russell was tried 
for petty treason, viz. the murder of her husband, 
Benjamin Russell, by poisoning. Their lodger, Daniel 
Leney, was indicted as her accomplice. The exact 
circumstances surrounding the death were unclear 
but Hannah was known to have purchased white 
arsenic (arsenious oxide). A local surgeon, Thomas 
Evans, supported at the post-mortem examination 
by two further surgeons, not only reported severe 
corrosion of the gastrointestinal tract, but also the 
recovery of nearly an eighth of an ounce of arsenic 
from the victim’s stomach. Both accused were con-
victed and sentenced to death. Leney was executed, 
but Hannah Russell was respited because the trial 
judge, Sir Robert Graham, had doubts as to a 
direction he had given to the jury. The surgeon and 
paleontologist Gideon Mantell took up her case, 
stressing that death from arsenic could not have 
taken place as quickly as was alleged and maintain-
ing that the chemical evidence of arsenic poisoning 
was inconclusive. He gained the support of some 
eminent chemists and physicians.

 Subsequently, forensic toxicologists [Sir] Robert 
Christison and Alfred Swaine Taylor pointed out 
that Mantell’s arguments as to the possible time to 
death in arsenic poisoning were quite wrong. 
Moreover, Evans gave details of the analyses he and 
his colleagues had undertaken to Christison, who 
pronounced the findings sound, as indeed did 
Mantell after Evans and his colleagues published 
details of their investigations in the Sussex 
Advertiser. Papers in The National Archives show 
that Hannah was pardoned for the offence for which 
she was indicted, leaving it open to prefer a lesser 
charge. That this was never done may have been 
due to Mantell’s campaign, at least in part, but the 
pardon she did receive was due to the concern of the 
trial judge as to the implications of the evidence 
presented at trial.

‘Yesterday received the gratifying intelligence 
that Hannah Russell, the poor woman who was in 
Horsham jail under sentence of death, was 
pardoned and set at liberty, in consequence of my 
communication to the Secretary of State Mr Peel. 
Made some observations on the case before the 
Mechanic’s Institute’1            (Curwen, 1940a)

INTRODUCTION
Accused of the murder of her husband, 
Benjamin, by giving him arsenic, Hannah 
Russell was tried for petty treason2 at Lewes 
Assizes in 1826, together with their nineteen-
year-old lodger, Daniel Leney (or Leaney or 
Leny), who was indicted as an accessory. A 
local surgeon, Gideon Algernon Mantell, 
attended the trial and queried the evidence of 
the detection of arsenic in the body of the de-
ceased given by another surgeon, Thomas Abel 
Evans. He also did not believe that arsenic 
could kill as quickly as had been claimed. He 
passed a note to Hannah’s counsel, posing a 
series of questions that should be asked in 
cross-examination (Figure 1).3 Unfortunately, 
the questions were not put. Mantell was called 
away and on returning found that ‘guilty’ 
verdicts had been returned against both 
defendants (Spokes, 1937).

Hannah’s execution was delayed while the 
Court reviewed the indictment and directions 
given by the judge, Sir Robert Graham.4 
Meanwhile, Mantell contacted the High Sheriff 
of Sussex, outlining the medical and chemical 
errors he perceived in the prosecution’s case. 
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Working with Hannah’s solicitor, Horace Ellis, 
Mantell compiled evidence to suggest that her 
husband died from a heart attack, not from 
arsenic poisoning. Hannah Russell eventually 
received a pardon from the Home Secretary, 
Robert Peel. Leney, however, had been hanged 
a week after the trial, still protesting his 
innocence.5

Gideon Mantell – ‘Wizard of the Weald’
The Dinosaur Hunters (Cadbury, 2000) and 
The Dragon Seekers (McGowan, 2001) recount 
the revolutions in geology, paleontology and 
comparative anatomy that paved the way for 
the publication of Darwin’s Origin of Species 
in 1859. Mantell (1790–1852) was a key player. 
Blessed with exceptional physical and intel-
lectual energy, he was one of the leading 
lecturers, writers, and fossil collectors of his 
day (Dean, 1999).

Mantell had been collecting specimens in 
the sandstone of Tilgate Forest for several 
years, and had discovered bones belonging to 
three extinct species: a giant crocodile, a 

plesiosaur and Buckland’s Megalosaurus. In 
1822 his wife found several teeth that 
‘possessed characters so remarkable’ that they 
had to have come from a fourth, distinct 
species. Mantell finally recognised that the 
teeth resembled those of the iguana, but were 
twenty times larger. In his paper, the second 
published description of what we now call 
dinosaurs, he concluded that he had found the 
teeth of a giant lizard, which he named 
Iguanodon. He speculated that if the teeth 
bore the same relative proportions in the living 
and fossil animals, then Iguanodon must have 
been some sixty feet long.

Although generally remembered as the dis-
coverer of Iguanodon, the first dinosaur to be 
properly described, his contributions to other 
aspects of geology were equally important. He 
assembled an unrivalled collection of fossils 
from the chalk of southern England, developed 
a thorough understanding of the Cretaceous 
period, and was one of the first to recognise the 
freshwater origins of the Weald. Almost desti-
tute as a result of the financial failure of his 

What was the complaint for which you last attended Russell?
How long since? 
What was the nature of the medicine you gave him? 
Was he perfectly cured when he last saw you professionally?
If not, what symptoms remained? 
Did you ever before attend a case of poisoning by arsenic? 
Did you ever before open the body of a person who had been poisoned?
How long after death did the opening of the body take place? 
Was the poison found in the stomach in a moist state?
Did you take it home in the stomach itself, or was it put in a phial?
What was the process used to obtain the drachm of white arsenic?
Was the quantity weighed?
How great a quantity might there be of the poison taken from the stomach before any 
experiments were made?
Did any medical gentlemen assist in the analysis?
Have you any of the poison remaining?
Was the heart of the deceased opened?
If so, was there any unnatural appearance?
Was the heart healthy, and was the blood found in it coagulated?
How long do you think it was after he took the poison, that he died?
How many minutes, do you think? 
Where do you suppose the poison was administered? 

Figure 1: The trial of Hannah Russell and Daniel Leney: Questions for Evans posed by Mantell. 
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museum in Brighton, his fossil collection was 
sold to the British Museum for £4,000 in 1838.

Mantell’s relatively early death is said to be 
related to a carriage accident in 1841, but he 
had written of a back problem many years 
before – a post-mortem showed the accident 
aggravated a degenerative spinal problem 
(lumbar scoliosis, lateral curvature of the spine 
of undetermined cause) and developing oste-
oarthritis (Morris, 1972; Fairbank, 2004). The 
osteoarthritis worsened, causing incontinence, 
weakness, and pain. Mantell had tried inhal-
ing diethyl ether and chloroform, but found 
that this made him violently sick and gave him 
severe headaches. Instead he took opium, 
initially in the form of laudanum (tincture of 
opium), and later as liquor opii sedavitus 
(acetate of morphia). By March 1852 he was 
taking 32 times the maximum recommended 
dose of this preparation (Morris, 1972).

On the evening of 9 November 1852 he took 
an opiate and slept. In the morning he became 
unconscious, and he died in the afternoon. A 
post-mortem examination was conducted on 
13 November (Hodgkin and Adams, 1854).6 
The cause of death recorded by the coroner 
was: ‘Opium taken medicinally to relieve pain 
but proving fatal from the weak state of the 
deceased’.

THE CASE OF HANNAH RUSSELL
In addition to the manner of his demise, 
Mantell has long been of interest to the toxi-
cologist because of the Russell case. Mantell 
was convinced of his own infallibility:

‘Drove on to Burwash where we arrived at one 
o’clock. Dined, saw Hannah Russell, the poor 
woman whose life had been saved by our exertions 
some years since. She is married, and has con-
ducted herself irreproachably... Of her innocence 
there could be no doubt; yet for this supposed 
crime a poor lad of 18 was executed! The jury con-
sisted principally of inhabitants of Burwash; men 
already prejudiced against the poor creatures.’ 
           (Curwen, 1940b)

Subsequent generations of geologists, pale-
ontologists, and authors have venerated this 
view:

‘The most singular instance of Mantell’s 
crusade for the disenfranchised concerned the 
remarkable case of Mrs Hannah Russell… [who 

was] eventually released and pardoned as a direct 
result of his intervention. But this all came too 
late for Daniel Leney. He was hanged just a week 
after his trial, along with a labourer who stole 
two cows, a chimney sweep who stole some 
sovereigns, and a sawyer who stole some silver. 
Bad science was as lethal in the courtroom as it 
was in the physician’s surgery’ (McGowan, 2001).

Truth is not allowed to get in the way of the 
telling of a good story. The leading contempo-
rary toxicologist [Sir] Robert Christison7 and, 
later, Alfred Swaine Taylor8 were scathing in 
their criticism of Mantell (Figures 2 and 3). 
Their doubts centered on Mantell’s assertion 
that ‘arsenic’ (arsenic trioxide, arsenious 
oxide, arsenic (III) oxide, ‘white arsenic’, ‘white 
mercury’, As4O6), could not kill within three 
hours of ingestion. Neither Christison, nor 
Taylor mention Mantell by name, but he must 
have been one of the ‘medical witnesses’ 
referred to (Figure 3).9 It is obvious now that 
Mantell was wrong to place such reliance on 
survival time after acute arsenic ingestion – 
death can occur well within the postulated 
time scale, as stated by Evans at the trial. 
Christison also pronounced as satisfactory the 
documents sent to him by Evans (Figure 2).

Arsenic - the classic homicidal poison
Until the passing of the Arsenic Act (1851) 
and the Pharmacy and Poisons Act (1852) 
there were no controls over the general sale of 
drugs and poisons in England and Wales. 
Arsenious oxide was commonly used in insect 
and rodent control. A very fine white powder 
resembling icing sugar, it is tasteless, hence 
could be administered in food. Chronic poison-
ing was not diagnosed easily since the time 
course mimicked that of common afflictions, 
notably dysentery and English cholera. Asiatic 
cholera, which first appeared in England in 
1831, produced features even more like those 
seen in arsenic poisoning (Watson, 2004).

Following ingestion of a large dose of white 
arsenic (about a grain, 65 mg), symptoms could 
appear within minutes, but more commonly 
within an hour. Clinical features noted in 
acute arsenic poisoning include nausea, 
burning in the throat, stomach pain, an almost 
uncontrollable feeling of thirst, and cardio-
vascular instability (Caravati, 2004). Food or 
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… some loose statements on the subject [the speed of death after acute arsenic 
poisoning] were made in a controversy on the occasion of a late trial of some note, that 
of Hannah Russell and Daniel Leny, at Lewes Summer Assizes 1826, for the murder 
of the husband of the former. Arsenic was decidedly detected in the stomach, and it 
was proved that the deceased could not have lived above three hours after the only 
meal at which the prisoners could have administered the poison. Now during the 
controversy which arose after the execution of one of the prisoners, it was alleged by 
one of the parties, among other reasons for believing arsenic not to have been the 
cause of death, that this poison never proves fatal so soon as in three hours, that Sir 
Astley [Cooper]10 and Mr Stanley11 of London had never known a case prove fatal in 
less than seven hours, and that Dr Male’s case12 is the shortest on record. The 
instances recorded by Pyl13 and Johnston14 overthrow this whole line of statement, 
and render it more than doubtful whether recorded cases had been examined by the 
disputant with the assiduity which his proposition demanded. It was stated by Mr 
Evans, the chief crown witness, but I know not on what authority, that, on the trial of 
Samuel Smith for poisoning, held at Warwick Summer Assizes 1826,15 the deceased 
was proved to have expired in two hours after taking a quarter of an ounce of arsenic. 
I have examined with some care the documents in the Lewes case, which were 
obligingly communicated to me by Mr Evans, and I have been quite unable to discover 
any reason for questioning the reality of poisoning, or for the ferment which it seems 
the subsequent controversy excited. The case seems to have been satisfactorily made 
out by Mr Evans in the first instance; and no sound medical jurist would for a 
moment suffer a shadow of doubt to be thrown over his mind by the criticisms of Mr 
Evans’s antagonist.

Figure 2. Sir Robert Christison on the Russell case (Christison, 1835).

The poison was detected in the stomach; but the fact of poisoning was disputed by 
some medical witnesses, for this among other reasons that the deceased had died 
three hours after the only meal at which the poison could have been administered to 
him. The authority of Sir A. Cooper and others was cited to show, that according to 
their experience, they had never known a case to prove fatal in less than seven hours. 
This may well have been; but, at the same time, there was sufficient authority on the 
other side, to establish that some cases of arsenical poisoning had actually proved 
fatal in three or four hours. So far as this objection was concerned, the prisoner was 
very properly convicted. On the medical question raised at this time, it may be 
observed, that two distinct cases have occurred in which the persons died certainly 
within two hours after they had taken this poison and several instances have been 
reported since the trial, in which death took place in from three to four hours after 
the administration of arsenic. It seems extraordinary in the present day, that an 
attempt should have been made by a professional man to negative a charge of 
criminal poisoning upon so weak a ground as this; but we must remember that this 
opinion was expressed many years ago when the subject of poisoning, in its medical 
relations, was but little understood. It is quite obvious that there is nothing so far as 
we know, to prevent arsenic from destroying life in an hour.

Figure 3. Alfred Swaine Taylor on the Russell case (Taylor, 1859).
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drink was described as feeling ‘hot like pepper’ 
(or cayenne pepper, or tabasco), an effect due 
to the strongly acidic nature of arsenious 
oxide. Uncontrollable vomiting and diarrhoea 
often followed, the stools becoming thin and 
watery. Dehydration could lead to painful leg 
cramps and renal failure. Feelings of general 
weakness often abated for short periods. Death 
was preceded by hypotension, tachycardia, 
cardiac arrhythmia, delirium, convulsions, 
pulmonary oedema, or coma. The mind often 
remained clear. The time between the onset of 
toxicity and death varied depending on the 
dose and the proportion absorbed, but was 
usually from a few hours to two or three days 
(Watson, 2004).

Absorption depended upon the form in which 
the poison had been taken. If in solution, it 
was absorbed rapidly; if solid, the more 
coarsely it was powdered, the more readily it 
passed out in the faeces. What remained in 
the stomach and intestines inflamed internal 
membranes, sometimes causing ulceration to 
the point of perforation. These effects on the 
stomach appeared in no matter what form the 
arsenic had been taken. If an autopsy was per-
formed, it was this appearance that was 
instantly obvious to the medical practitioner, 
who often found tiny white particles of arsenic 
adhering to the membrane surface (Brande, 
1827-8). If an autopsy was performed some 
days after death, perhaps following exhuma-
tion, it was common to find yellow patches of 
orpiment16 on both the inner and outer sur-
faces of the stomach and intestines. When a 
corpse looked unusually fresh, this was long 
attributed to a preservative effect of arsenic, 
but in fact was simply the result of dehydra-
tion (Watson, 2004).

But even if poisoning was suspected, there 
was still the question of proof of exposure. 
Before the advent of the sensitive Marsh test 
(1836) and the quicker, but less sensitive, 
Reinsch test (1841), relatively insensitive 
colour tests were used (Campbell, 1965). A 
solution of silver nitrate in ammonium 
hydroxide, when added to a neutral solution of 
arsenious oxide, produced a yellow precipitate 
of what was termed silver arsenite; in acidic 
solutions, the same reagent produced a red-
brown precipitate of silver arsenate.17 If 

hydrogen sulfide was bubbled through a 
solution of arsenious oxide, yellow arsenic 
sulfide was formed. Lastly, when a basic 
solution of copper sulfate was mixed with 
arsenic it produced a green precipitate of 
copper arsenite (Scheele’s green).

A further test relied on the fact that arseni-
ous oxide, when heated to redness, loses 
oxygen. In the eighteenth century, open vessels 
were used but by the second decade of the 
nineteenth century glass tubes were recom-
mended. If the process was carried out inside 
an open-ended tube, oxygen was lost but 
metallic arsenic remained in the tube as a 
brownish-black deposit with a dull metallic 
lustre. If the ‘mirror’ was heated gently, 
crystals of white arsenious oxide were depos-
ited in the tube above. This could then be 
shown to be arsenic by dissolving it in distilled 
water and applying the three colour tests de-
scribed above (Male, 1816).

The reduction test devised by Berzelius in 
1837 offered additional refinement. The sus-
pected matter, or one of the precipitates 
referred to above, was mixed with ‘black flux’ 
(charcoal and potassium carbonate) and 
heated in a drawn-out glass tube. If arsenic 
was present a metallic stain appeared on the 
cooler parts of the tube (Campbell, 1965).

A ‘tub of spirits’
The chemical and medical evidence of poison-
ing, together with obvious fabrications as to 
the discovery of Ben Russell’s body unmasked 
at the trial of Hannah Russell and Dan Leney, 
makes the occurrence of foul play seem likely 
(Spokes, 1937). But what really happened? It 
became widely known at approximately 
8.00 am on Monday, 8 May 1826, that the body 
was lying in Gleddish (Glydish, now Glydwish) 
Wood. This wood lies some two to three miles 
from Russell’s home in Burwash Weald (re-
ferred to as Brightling on the indictment) in 
what is now East Sussex. Burwash was heavily 
wooded, some 7,000 acres in extent and had a 
population of 1,937 (1821). Smuggling was 
common (Rule and Wells, 1997).

Ben and Hannah Russell had a lodger, Dan 
Leney. There was much speculation about the 
relationship between Hannah and Dan; he 
may have been her lover, possibly with Ben’s 
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consent. Ben’s father, William, a labourer, was 
a nephew of Francis Russell, a farmer and im-
portant member of the local vestry. The family 
disapproved of Ben’s marriage, but William 
gave generous assistance to his son. He 
borrowed from another local farmer, a Mr 
Holloway (or Hallaway), to purchase the house 
at Burwash Weald, which he let to Ben, while 
mortgaging it to Holloway. Ben was in his 
mid-thirties and although described as a farm 
labourer, he embraced poaching, smuggling 
and prize-fighting and also used his home as 
an unlicensed public house. He had been con-
victed for poaching – with Jesse Relf – in 1815 
and served one month’s hard labour for the 
theft of wood from Robert Ellis in 1821 (Rule 
and Wells, 1997). Hannah was 32 and ran a 
bakery. Dan and Ben were partners in both 
social crime and theft. Ben was heavily in 
debt. Dan was one of a number of notorious 
young men, including Thomas and Nicholas 
Crowhurst and George Clifton, implicated in 
the theft of an expensive scarf at the Rose and 
Crown,18 and was ‘miraculously’ acquitted, 
with James Crowhurst, when they were caught 
almost red-handed in 1825 in the act of break-
ing into a barn and stealing wheat. 

Holloway’s barn
According to Leney’s report to William Russell, 
as given in evidence at the trial (Spokes, 1937; 
Bentley, 1997), after nightfall on Sunday, 7 
May 1826, he and Ben walked to Holloway’s 
farm near Gleddish Wood. They entered the 
barn and filled two sacks with corn. Dan 
carried the heavier load until they came to a 
stile, whereupon he asked Ben to take the 
heavier sack. Ben obliged, but then complained 
of a pain in his heart. Dan went on across two 
fields and waited for Ben to bring the other 
sack. When he did not arrive, Dan went back 
and found him lying dead. He returned to tell 
Hannah Russell what had happened and with 
her went to William Russell’s house about a 
quarter of a mile away. She woke William by 
throwing dirt at the window and told him that 
his son had ‘dropped down in a fit or was dead’, 
and that they wished him to help to bring Ben 
home. This was at about 1.00 am on 8 May. 
William dressed and accompanied Dan to the 
footpath where Benjamin was lying dead on 

his back near Holloway’s farm. Dan then told 
him that they had been stealing corn and 
William helped to carry the body into Gleddish 
Wood.

William reached home between 4.00 and 
5.00 am, but on the way met Thomas Hawkins, 
who asked if anything was the matter and 
received a vague reply to the effect that 
Russell’s wife was poorly. Still more unfortu-
nately for Dan, who was following some dis-
tance behind, Hawkins also met him (Spokes, 
1937). Dan returned later to Gleddish Wood, 
for John Woodsell saw him going there at 
8.00 am that morning. Dan came back a 
quarter of an hour later and told Woodsell that 
he had found Ben lying dead in the wood. He 
further elaborated that Ben had been going 
after a tub of gin and that he had asked Dan to 
meet him in the wood at 08.00 hrs. On his way 
back to Burwash two other men were also told 
of the discovery of the body and the tale of the 
‘tub’.

The timetable of the ‘tub’ did not fit with the 
evidence of Hawkins and others as to the 
movements of William and Dan. William gave 
perjured evidence to the coroner about Ben 
going to meet a man in the wood about the ‘tub 
of spirits’. He later claimed that his principal 
aim in helping move the body was to hide the 
theft. Presumably, a further aim was to pre-
serve his relationship with Mr Holloway; he 
may also have wanted to protect Dan from the 
probability of transportation (Rule and Wells, 
1997). More was to come. Lydia Collins re-
membered being in the village shop kept by 
Robert Crowhurst a month or so before when 
Hannah bought a packet on which Crowhurst 
had written ‘Poison’. Her son said that he was 
with his mother and had heard Mrs Russell 
ask for ‘white mercury’. He, too, saw the packet 
labelled ‘Poison’. Crowhurst could not remem-
ber what he had sold, but asked Mrs Russell 
the day after her husband’s death what she 
had bought. She replied without hesitation 
that the stuff was ‘for the mice’, and that what 
had remained she threw on the fire.

At the inquest held on 10-11 May in Burwash 
under coroner Thomas Barton, a local surgeon, 
Thomas Evans,19 reported that he had made a 
post-mortem examination with the help of two 
colleagues, Samuel W. Newington and Robert 
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Meek, and that there was no doubt that the 
cause of death was arsenic poisoning.20 All 
three gave evidence at the inquest.21 In the 
event, Hannah Russell and Dan Leney were 
committed by John Cobb JP on 16 May to 
stand trial at Lewes Summer Assizes for the 
murder of Ben Russell. 22 A general meeting of 
the vestry agreed (32 to 3) to pay all ‘reasona-
ble expenses (over and above what may be 
obtained from the county) in the prosecution’ 
(Rule and Wells, 1997).

The trial at Lewes
On Friday 28 July 1826, soon after 9.00 am, 
the judge, his upper-lip black with snuff,23 
entered the Court. Mr Andrews and Mr Darby 
were the prosecuting counsel, and defence 
counsel was Mr Platt. He was supported by 
solicitor Horace Ellis, who later asserted that 
in the two hours allowed him before the trial it 
was impossible to prepare a proper defence.24

Twenty-one witnesses gave evidence for the 
prosecution;25 six repeated various threats 
that Hannah had made about her husband 
(Table I). The trial lasted until seven o’clock in 
the evening and several ‘spectators so far for-
got themselves, as to laugh at the manner in 
which were given some of the answers of one 
or two of the witnesses’.26

Evidence of Mr Evans
Evans testified that he had frequently attend-
ed Ben Russell before his death, but had not 
seen him for two months before his demise.

‘On the 10th I saw the body of the deceased at a 
barn, in company with two other medical gentle-
men; we examined it first with a view to ascertain 
if any violence had been used towards him, but we 
could find no marks which could warrant us in 
such a conclusion. I opened the body. The trachea, 
the oesophagus, stomach, and intestines were in a 
very high state of inflammation, and the perito-
neum was slightly so internally, the mucous mem-
brane of the stomach was in many places corrod-
ed, and we found a considerable quantity of white 
powder adhering to this membrane – the heart, 
liver, lungs, and brains were perfectly healthy.

We took the stomach home, and after trying 
various tests we sublimed nearly a drachm of 
pure white arsenic. … the quantity found would 
be more than sufficient to cause death. I have no 

doubt but that more was taken. The quantity 
taken would destroy life in two or three hours. I 
have not the least doubt, but the deceased’s death 
was occasioned by arsenic.

I believe a person poisoned with arsenic would 
struggle much – in all persons dying suddenly, 
discolouration takes place. The body would not be 
found in such a posture as had been described by 
witness where convulsions took place.

Different sorts of poison produce its peculiar 
appearance after death. I have seen death after 
arsenic. Not so much struggling after narcotics. 
Most persons have convulsions before death. I cut 
from the chin to the pelvis; took the whole of the 
intestines with me; there was no food at all in the 
stomach; the intestines were comparatively empty. 
White arsenic has the appearance of powdered 
sugar; it is not quite so bright, but might be mis-
taken for it’.

Mr Platt stated that the deceased might 
have taken arsenic overnight by mistake, in 
some rum-and-water, to which the judge noted 
that the effects would have appeared sooner 
than the time when it was said the deceased 
left home. Evans continued, ‘He could not go 
three miles with such a dose. Persons dying by 
lightning are discoloured’. He further stated 
that he had never entertained the slightest 
doubt that arsenic was the cause of Russell’s 
death. Sir Robert Graham complimented 
Evans on the manner in which he had given 
his evidence.30

The judge was about to sum up when Mr 
Platt submitted that the marriage of Hannah 
to Ben should be proved, because if she was 
not his wife the indictment for petty treason 
could not be sustained. After consultation with 
Mr Justice Holroyd,31 sitting in an adjacent 
court, the objection was overruled. The 
summing-up duly completed, the jury retired 
and after some fifteen minutes returned guilty 
verdicts against both prisoners. When asked if 
she had anything to say, Hannah asserted 
that she had never injured her husband and 
that the evidence presented was false, and 
given through spite because the deceased 
married against his friends’ wishes. Dan said 
nothing, whereupon the sentence of death was 
passed; Hannah Russell to be drawn to the 
place of execution on a hurdle and both bodies 
to be dissected and anatomised.
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Table I. Death of Benjamin Russell – was it deliberate poisoning?

Yes No

Robert Crowhurst and Lydia Collins: Hannah 
had access to the poison from about a month 
before Ben died.26 It is possible that she had 
access at an earlier time – no controls over the 
sale of white arsenic in 1826

Hannah did not deny buying ‘white mercury’ 
when challenged; Joseph Oliver describes her 
using it ‘for the mice’ (arsenic was commonly 
used as a rodenticide).26 She claimed she 
threw the remaining poison on the fire. 

William Russell: Ben alive and in good spirits at 
his house in the evening of 7 May. He had 
been ill, but had recovered. Annaniah Hilder: 
Ben appeared very well and very cheerful 
between 1.00 – 2.00 pm, 7 May. James Russell 
(brother): Ben appeared well on 7 May.26 Four 
days before he died he was offering to fight 
any person for ten pounds27

Ben had for some months been subject to what 
he called spasms of the heart; William Russell 
confirmed this. James Russell (brother): Ben 
had complained of a pain in his heart about two 
weeks before he died.26 Richard Sinden: the 
Sunday before his death Ben said that he 
thought that he would ‘not live the day’.26 Mr 
Gooch: Ben attacked with violent pain in his 
heart less than a month before his death.28 
Arsenic has toxic effects on the heart as well as 
on other organ systems – could be chronic 
poisoning

Annaniah Hilder, Ann Hicks, Thomas Relf, 
Thomas Luck, James French, Mark Blacksford: 
Hannah heard to utter threats on Ben’s life in 
the days or weeks before he died26

Hannah maintained Ben had eaten two hearty 
meals on the day he died, but stomach and 
intestines empty at necropsy (could have 
vomited of course). Annaniah Hilder: body ‘very 
black, and much swelled’ on 8 May26

No signs of vomit or diarrhoea reported on the 
body

If Ben had taken arsenic accidentally unlikely 
that he could have managed to walk three 
miles before collapsing, unless he only 
ingested it at or near Holloway’s barn

Three miles would be a long way to move a 
body if death occurred at or near Burwash 
Weald. Joseph Oliver: parcel of corn found 
near Glyddish Wood corroborated Leney’s later 
version of events26

Leney lied about moving the body; smugglers 
often moved heavy weights under cover of 
darkness therefore not too difficult a task. 

Body found lying on back according to Leney - 
normally people collapse forwards

Not invariably true

Hannah and Leney both lied about the time 
Ben first found dead

Could be to try to protect Leney from 
transportation for robbery

Leney overheard telling Hannah to ‘say 
nothing’ when being taken to gaol. Hannah 
replied saying she would try to clear herself 
(Robert Ellis, Headborough29 of 
Hawksborough)26

Could be innocent remark
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Mantell’s crusade
Despite the ‘most impressive manner’ in which 
Sir Robert Graham had ordered the execution 
of Hannah and Daniel, in the heat of the 
moment he had forgotten to fix the date.32 
Thus the prisoners were again in court on 
Saturday 29 July and the sentence was ordered 
to be carried out at Horsham on the following 
Monday. However, Sir Robert had doubts as to 
the role Hannah had played in the murder in 
view of the evidence from Evans as to the 
likely speed with which death had occurred, 
given the quantity of arsenic found in the body. 
The implication was that whilst Hannah might 
be an accessory before the fact, she may have 
played no part in the actual murder. A stay of 
execution was ordered, and Leney was respited 
until Thursday 3 August to allow further con-
sideration of his case.33 In the event, Sir Robert 
decided not to intervene. On the scaffold Leney 
informed overseer Weston of ‘some matters 
concerning persons connected with him in 
illegal pursuits, who have hitherto escaped 
suspicion’, although nothing seems to have 
come of the information provided (Rule and 
Wells, 1997). 

Finding that Hannah’s execution was on 
hold, in September Mantell gave his written 
opinion upon the medical evidence to his 
friend John Hawkins, High Sheriff of 
Sussex,34 who sent it to Sir Robert Graham. 
The latter replied on 4 September that he 
still thought the two quite guilty (Dean, 
1998). With assistance from solicitor Horace 
Ellis, Mantell began an investigation. He 
learned on 11 September, from Hawkins, 
that Sir Robert would continue Hannah 
Russell’s stay of execution until his inquiry 
had been concluded. Any new evidence, how-
ever, would have to be supported by affida-
vits taken before a magistrate. In his inquiry 
he was also supported by a Mr Weston of 
Burwash.35

On 16 September, Mantell, Ellis, and a 
friend, Warren Lee, visited Burwash to meet 
Evans. In a subsequent affidavit Mantell 
attested in part that he ‘had doubts as to 
his accuracy in the analysis of the contents 
of the stomach’ and even ‘whether Benjamin 
Russell died by poison at all’. He also had 
questions for Evans, who answered some of 

them at Mantell’s lodging that night after 
seeing his patients. Mantell’s enquiries 
regarding arsenic and its effects elicited re-
sponses from several friends. On 20 
September, he wrote to Benjamin Brodie36 
stating his objections and received a sym-
pathetic response. John Smart of Horsham, 
Hannah Russell’s gaoler, who had arranged 
for her defence at his own expense, also 
relayed information from her. 

On 28 September, again at Burwash, 
Mantell questioned Evans further regarding 
the experiment by which he claimed to have 
sublimed white arsenic. According to Mantell, 
Evans refused to divulge this information, 
but proposed instead to refer the question 
to some eminent chemist. They agreed on 
W.T. Brande,37 whose subsequent reply to 
Mantell was as favourable to his case as 
Brodie’s had been. Evans, meanwhile, 
changed his mind according to Mantell and 
refused to address Brande or anyone else 
on the subject, although he provided details 
to Robert Christison (Figure 2). In reviewing 
all the opinions canvassed by Mantell, it 
must be remembered that chronic, covert 
arsenic poisoning was the rule in murder 
cases, and large overdoses were only seen 
after deliberate or accidental (self)-poisoning 
when the circumstances usually made clear 
the sequence of events.

After further consultations with Sir Robert 
Graham regarding procedure, Mantell and 
others signed affidavits and these were for-
warded to Mr Peel. Citing his own experi-
ences with arsenic poisoning and those of 
his colleagues, Mantell reviewed Hannah 
Russell’s trial and his disagreements with 
Evans. He recalled the two interviews at 
Burwash in July and September, described 
Evans’ so-called petulant behaviour, and en-
closed the correspondence with Brande.38 
Mantell discussed aspects of Evans’ testi-
mony at the trial, citing the same points 
he had made to Brodie, and concluded once 
again that angina pectoris,39 not arsenic, was 
the probable cause of death. Mantell pointed 
out, quite correctly, that after a fatal 
arrhythmia, such as might have been brought 
on by exertion, the heart might show no 
evidence of disease after death (Table II). 
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Meanwhile, another case of suspected 
arsenic poisoning had come to Mantell’s atten-
tion. A young married fisherman named Britt 
had been found dead in his boat at Hastings 
on 26 November 1826. Following autopsy and 
inquest, it was thought that he had been 
poisoned by arsenic. Mantell fastened on to 
this immediately. Signing himself ‘Investi-
gator’, Mantell sought to obtain further infor-

mation about a subject in which ‘particular 
circumstances’ had made him ‘feel deeply 
interested’.44 A week later, two writers from 
Hastings assured ‘Investigator’ that facts 
would be forthcoming, if he would but disclose 
his name and address.45 Meanwhile Mantell 
conceived the idea of publishing a book to be 
called Observations on the Medical Evidence 
Necessary to Prove the Presence of Arsenic in 

Table II. Summary of Mantell’s arguments in the Russell case (Spokes, 1937).40

•  The appearances in the body of Benjamin Russell as described by the surgeon at the trial 
were equivocal and by no means proved that death was occasioned by arsenic. The body 
was not opened until three days after death.

•  The tests mentioned in the evidence were not sufficient to warrant the conclusion there was 
arsenic in the stomach. No allusion was made to the test by which metallic arsenic was 
obtained. Dr Armstrong, Mr Brodie, Mr Stanley, etc., all corroborated the opinion that this test 
should have been proved to have been scientifically and satisfactorily performed before 
conviction took place.

•  The time in which Russell’s death must have taken place, according to the evidence, proved 
beyond a doubt that his death could not have been occasioned by arsenic. This fact is most 
important. Russell was seen apparently well in his garden, by a man who conversed with him, 
at half past nine in the evening. Leney arrived at old Russell’s with an account of Benjamin’s 
death at one o’clock and, deducting the time of journeys to and from Gleddish Wood, it is 
clear that little more than two hours could remain for the barn to be robbed, the arsenic to be 
administered, and death to take place. Sir Astley Cooper, Dr Armstrong,41 Mr Brodie, Mr 
Stanley (of St Bartholomew’s Hospital), Professor Brande, and several other well-known 
physicians and surgeons confirmed the opinion that no dose of arsenic could have 
occasioned the death in so short a period. The shortest recorded was four hours,42 in the 
case of a woman who committed suicide by swallowing a quarter of a pound of arsenic43 in 
gross powder. Mantell asserted that even in large doses arsenic does not cause sudden 
death and quoted two cases in his own practice at Lewes. A delicate woman took nearly two 
ounces of arsenic and died at the end of six hours with scarcely a struggle, and a boy took a 
large spoonful of arsenic mixed with treacle; he walked immediately afterwards a distance of 
200 yards when he fell down in great agony, was carried home, and died at the end of 24 
hours. 

•  It was proved on oath by several witnesses (and many more could have been obtained) that 
Benjamin Russell had from time to time been afflicted with an affection of the heart for some 
months previously to his death, which disease was aggravated by violent exertion. Such an 
affliction was very likely to have occasioned sudden death under the circumstances in which 
Benjamin Russell’s death must have taken. For in the disease called angina pectoris, the 
symptoms are precisely similar to those which he experienced, according to Mr Gooch of 
Horsham and other respectable persons; and the disease had proved fatal where the most 
accurate anatomists had failed in detecting any morbid alterations of structure.
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the Human Body in Cases of Supposed 
Poisoning by that Mineral, with opinions from 
the most eminent surgeons and illustrative 
cases. A printed announcement of its pub-
lication appeared on 8 December, but Mantell 
neither wrote the book,46 nor replied to his 
Hastings correspondents. 

On 25 February 1827 Mantell received a 
letter written the previous day from R. 
Weatherby, chaplain of Horsham Gaol, who 
had:

‘much satisfaction in being able to inform [you] 
that His Majesty’s free pardon for Hannah Russell 
arrived here this morning and that she has conse-
quently been discharged. I beg leave most sincerely 
to congratulate you on this event, as under God’s 
Providence your humane endeavours may justly 
be considered as having redeemed an innocent 
fellow creature from a shameful death’.

The Sussex Advertiser in turn publicised 
Hannah’s pardon47: 

‘It is gratifying to state that the conduct of 
Hannah Russell during the whole time of her con-
finement in Horsham gaol has been most exem-
plary. An appeal was made to her former neigh-
bours to view her past suffering with regret, and 
to receive her among them in the spirit of Christian 
charity and benevolence’.

‘Too much praise cannot be given to the gentle-
men who have so humanely, generously, and we 
may add so ably, unravelled this mysterious 
affair. To Mr. Mantell, in particular, the greatest 
credit is due; for not only did he devote a consider-
able portion of his time and attention to the dis-
covery of the real facts of this case, but underwent 
great personal fatigue and bore the whole expense 
of the investigation’. 

Evans sent a substantial letter of protest.48 
Mantell felt obliged to answer,49 and the con-
troversy lasted into the following month. 
Mantell continued to mention the Russell case 
in lectures and other publicity up to at least 
183850 and the controversy was perpetuated 
in forensic toxicology textbooks for almost 100 
years (Witthaus, 1911). Parallels were even 
drawn between the case of Hannah Russell 
and that of Madame Lafarge (Wells, 1840), a 
case which seriously damaged the reputation 
of Orfila (Campbell, 1965).

Was it poisoning?
Mantell’s principal assertion, viz. that death 

after ingestion of white arsenic could not occur 
in so short a period as three hours, is clearly 
wrong. Death can occur in as little as two 
hours, sometimes even more quickly, as noted 
at the trial by Evans. Subsequently, Sir Robert 
Christison, who thought that under appropri-
ate circumstances death could occur within an 
hour, and A.S. Taylor were at pains to empha-
sise this fact. Taking a big dose on an empty 
stomach is clearly likely to kill more quickly 
than a smaller dose on a full stomach, in addi-
tion to other factors such as the age, weight, 
and general health of the subject.

But in founding his assertion on Evans’ esti-
mate of the dose he thought Ben had taken, 
Mantell ignored the possibility that Evans and 
colleagues might well have been inaccurate in 
the quantitative result, but quite correct in 
diagnosing arsenic poisoning. This being the 
case, it is possible that Ben was also suffering 
from chronic arsenic poisoning – this would 
explain the sporadic nature of Ben’s medical 
problems reported in the weeks before his 
demise that Mantell put down to angina. 

The National Archives hold an affidavit 
from Moses Stevens, who did not give evidence 
at the trial (Figure 4). Ben Russell owed him 
£2.5s. In his statement he complained of not 
being able to get more than half a crown from 
Ben at about 9.30 pm on the evening before his 
death and further noted that ‘at the time of 
speaking to him in his garden he appeared to 
be very poorly. A fit of his old complaint, which 
almost bent him double; when he recovered, 
he said if he does not get rid of the pain in his 
heart it will sooner or later destroy him’. There 
is also a copy of a statement from Henry Relf, 
who reported that Ben Russell had complained 
of fluttering of the heart ‘in the few days previ-
ous’ to his death. He goes on: ‘about four or five 
days before he died… he looked pale and 
seemed decaying in health’. Relf often used to 
go home with Ben when he was drunk, a fre-
quent occurrence, and notes that Hannah was 
‘very kind’ to Ben, a statement clearly at odds 
with evidence given at the trial – perhaps 
Hannah was simply covering her tracks by 
this stage?

A statement from Michael Hayward (Figure 
4) also notes that Ben had complained of pains 
in his heart on exertion in the days before 
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death, noting especially an occurrence on Lady 
Day (25 March, just about the time that 
Hannah admitted buying arsenic (see Table I). 
Joseph Oliver, too (Figure 4), had heard him 
complain frequently of a burning pain in his 
heart.52 William Kemp records that Ben ‘some-
times hurt so much he could not move hand or 
foot’ and that he ‘had had a fit and complained 
of a pain in his heart’ on the day before he 
died.53 Even William Russell supplied an 
affidavit in support of Mantell’s petition 

recording that Ben had been ill for three weeks 
before his demise, and been ailing before that, 
but that he had seemed to be recovering 
(Figure 4).

Thomas Luck (Figure 4) records going with 
Ben Russell to Mr Newington, surgeon at 
Ticehurst, possibly the same Newington who 
was present at the necropsy. He saw Mr White, 
an assistant who gave Russell a half-pint 
bottle of medicine identical to one given to 
Luck previously (Mr Luck records tasting it). 

HO 13/47 [Criminal Entry Books] Hannah Russell, Sussex, 358.

HO 13/48 [Criminal Entry Books] Free Pardons: Hannah Russell, Sussex, 109.

ASSI 94/1961 [Felony File] (Russell indictment; list of witnesses on back, all sworn in 
court)

HO 47/71 [Judges’ Reports] Pages 116-121.

Hannah Russell. 29 Dec 1826. Consider postponed till a report is received of the opinion of 
the judge (p. 122).

Copy of petition from Mantell and Ellis to Peel, 3 pp (p. 123).

Peel letter to Baron Graham conveying petition and affidavits, 30 November 1826.

Mantell signed statement before local JP, H. Campion, 28 November 1826, 4 pp (p. 124).

Mantell letter to W.T. Brande, 29 September 1826, 6 pp (p.127).

Letter from Brande to Mantell, 5 October 1826 (p. 130).

William Russell statement to JP, 27 November 1826, 2 pp, signed (p. 132).

Michael Hayward statement to JP, 27 November 1826, 2 pp, signed with mark (p.133).

Joseph Oliver statement to JP, 27 November 1826, 2 pp, signed with mark (p. 134).

William Kemp statement to JP, 27 November 1826, 1 p, signed with mark (p. 135).

Henry Relf statement to JP, 27 November 1826, 1 p, signed (p. 136).

Thomas Luck statement to JP, 27 November 1826, 1 p, signed with mark (p. 137).

Moses Stevens statement to JP, 27 November 1826, 1 p, signed with mark (p. 138).

Stewart Warren Lee statement to JP, 28 November 1826, 2 pp, signed.

Horace Ellis statement to JP, 29 November 1826, 2 pp, signed.

Petition by Mantell and Ellis to Robert Peel, 2 pp plus note on other side (p. 144).

Letter from Messrs Philcox and Baldock solicitors51 to H. Ellis about Cobb, 29 September 
1826 (p. 146).

Horace Ellis statement to JP, 7 October 1826, 2 pp, signed. 

Ellis letter to John Cobb Esq at New Lodge near Hawkhurst, Kent, 18 September 1826, 2 
pp (p. 148).

Cobb letter to Peel, 22 September 1826, 3 pp (p. 151) - note on reverse saying he, Cobb, 
should use his own discretion in taking affidavits.

George Mant, Undersheriff of Sussex, letter to Peel, 8 October 1826, 2 pp (p. 153).

Figure 4. Hannah Russell: documents in The National Archives.
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Russell had complained of swelling in his groin 
at this time, and was ordered to bathe in warm 
water or warm vinegar. Russell had opined 
that Evans had ‘done him no good’, hence he 
was going to Newington. This was about a 
month before Ben’s death.

Evans and his fellow surgeons could find no 
evidence of heart disease at necropsy. But they 
did find clear evidence of ingestion of a corro-
sive poison, including internal inflammation 
of the peritoneum, suggesting that a poison 
had been absorbed from the gastrointestinal 
tract before, causing local tissue damage. 
Moreover, the stomach was badly eroded with 
‘gross white powder’ being visible to the naked 
eye. These physical signs are powerful argu-
ments, even though the autopsy was per-
formed three days after death. Of course there 
was no refrigeration, but records suggest early 
May 1826 was relatively cold.54

The chemical tests
But what of the chemical tests performed by 
Evans and colleagues? Ellis has left a state-
ment of conversations with Evans (Figure 5). 
Stuart Warren Lee’s affidavit (Figure 4) 
records the interview with Evans regarding 
the tests on Russell’s stomach. Evans reported 
using the copper sulfate test, which gave a 
green colour under basic conditions, but noted 
that this test was not specific for arsenic. The 
silver nitrate test gave a yellow colour, but 
again this test was not specific for arsenic. 
Evans also reported ‘using the potash and 

charcoal test between two plates of glass and 
the original powder adhered to the upper plate 
and the deposit I removed with a feather’ and 
that this test was specific for arsenic. Clearly, 
though, none of these tests are reliable on 
their own, only indicative of the need to under-
take more work.

A contemporary textbook of forensic medi-
cine (Smith, 1824) recommended that all 
precipitates from the chemical tests should be 
subjected to confirmatory qualitative testing. 
After drying, each precipitate should be heated 
with potassium carbonate and charcoal in a 
glass tube to obtain metallic arsenic. 
Subsequently the metal should be heated 
whence a strong smell of garlic should be 
obtained and a white deposit obtained on a 
small piece of copper. Finally, the suspect sub-
stance should be dissolved in distilled water, 
evaporated to dryness, and the residue sub-
limed to confirm arsenic. It was stressed that 
the key to reliable results is the ‘plurality’ of 
the tests to be employed; ‘metallisation… must 
never be omitted’.

In his evidence at the trial, Evans reported 
subliming ‘nearly a drachm of white arsenic’ 
from the stomach contents. It is not clear what 
this really means, but it could be interpreted 
as portion(s) of the stomach contents being 
evaporated to dryness, and then heated to 
sublime arsenic, which was then further 
heated in air to give white arsenious oxide 
(Campbell, 1965). This would seem to be the 
most reliable of the tests used. However, in 

 ‘I went to Burwash on the sixteenth day of September to give notice to Mr Abel Evans….I 
took from my papers a note… from Mr Gilbert, a surgeon of Brighthelmston, and read to 
him the contents ‘Should it be arsenic or corrosive sublimate some of the contents of the 
stomach or the liquid in some fine powdered charcoal and a little potash between two plates 
of glass either the arsenic or the sublimate will adhere to the surface of the glass and may 
be swept of with a feather. Send me a little of the liquid and I will send you further 
information prepared’. I then asked him if that was the way he did it, he answered ‘yes’ and 
on repeating the question he answered ‘yes, and the only way that is perfect’. He then told 
me he tried it with silver and with copper tests and it produced the usual effects. I then 
asked him if the trial made according to Mr Gilbert’s note had produced a metallic 
substance. He then answered yes it did, and it was the only true way of knowing. I again 
saw Mr Evans in the evening with Stuart Warren Lee of Lewes aforesaid and was present 
at the conversation between them…’.

Figure 5. Extract from affidavit of Horace Ellis in The National Archives.
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March 1827 Evans gave additional details 
(Figure 6) that, whilst seemingly giving the 
chemical evidence to prove beyond doubt the 
presence of a considerable quantity of arsenic 
in the stomach, do not accord in detail with 
reports of his testimony at the inquest, at the 
trial, or when visited by Ellis and Lee as dis-
cussed above. Mantell, of course, lambasted 
him for this in no uncertain terms.55 In his 
defence, Evans (i) cited the impropriety of 
debating in public evidence already given be-
fore the courts without permission from the 
court itself, (ii) drew attention to the ‘other 
medical gentlemen’ who witnessed the autopsy 
and the chemical tests, (iii) emphasised the 
difficulty of giving evidence of a scientific or 
technical nature before a lay jury when re-
stricted to answering questions posed by 
counsel or by the court, and (iv) remarked that 
neither he nor his colleagues had yet been sub-
ject to censure by the court – a likely outcome 

if Mantell’s strictures had been thought to 
undermine the convictions.56

Many of these points ring true to the expert 
witness today. There was no requirement to 
either present a written report in advance of 
any trial in 1826, or keep samples of the 
products of tests to present in court. Witnesses 
then and now are obliged to answer questions 
although the expert witness must always 
attempt to clarify matters if he thinks any 
point is not being properly understood – clearly 
Evans had no doubt that he had made his 
position clear. If Mantell’s questions (Figure 1) 
had been put to Evans during the trial as orig-
inally envisaged, it seems likely that the 
answers elicited would have satisfied even 
Mantell.

There is one final twist to the story. 
Recording oral evidence was an imperfect 
science in 1826, as exemplified by Sir Robert 
Graham reporting the name Leach rather 
then Meek (Figure 6) as one of the medical 

Post mortem appearances taken from notes made at the time of opening the body of 
Benjamin Russell, three days after his death, in May 1826, and a specification of the tests 
employed in order that the result might be stated at the Coroner’s inquest.

The oesophagus, trachea, stomach, and intestines were in a high state of inflammation: the 
pleura and peritoneum were also much inflamed; nearly a pint of glairy mucus and a large 
quantity of gross white powder were found in the stomach, the mucous membrane of which 
was eroded in many places, and could be torn off as if it were a piece of wetted paper.

The brain, heart, lungs, and liver were perfectly free from disease; the genitals were gan-
grenous.58

1st. A solution of sulphate of copper and ammonia, added to a solution of the contents of the 
stomach threw down a green precipitate.

2nd. Lime water caused a copious white precipitate.

3rd. A solution of nitrate of silver and ammonia gave a beautiful yellow precipitate.

4th. A portion of the contents of the stomach was evaporated to dryness, and mixed with 
potash and charcoal – this being put into a glass tube and submitted to heat, coated the 
tube with metallic arsenic, which on being broken, and the arsenic subjected to ignition, 
gave dense white fumes and a very strong smell of garlic.

These tests were tried three separate times with exactly the same results; corresponding 
trials were also made with arsenic, and with precisely the same appearances.

 (Signed)  THOS. A. EVANS 
SAML. W. NEWINGTON 
ROBT. MEEK

Figure 6. Report of the post mortem examination and tests on the stomach contents.57 
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witnesses to the autopsy (Bentley, 1997); The 
Times reported the name as Neake.59 It has 
not been possible to gather any further infor-
mation about ‘surgeon of eminence’ Mr Meek. 
Taken together with Mantell’s incorrect 
assumption as to the member of the Newington 
family who attended the post-mortem,60 such 
confusion seems likely to have been a further 
factor in Mantell’s crusade.

Was it murder?
Given the time course of acute arsenic 
poisoning it seems highly unlikely that Russell 
could have embarked on the robbery as 
described so soon after deliberately ingesting 
a fatal dose of arsenic, hence suicide seems im-
probable. Moreover, if he had died at home 
and Hannah and Leney were not involved they 
would have no reason to move the body. Either 
accident or homicide thus seem the most likely 
options. Discounting The Times report of their 
confession that they had both administered 
the poison and after it had taken effect had 
carried the body to the place where it was 
found,61 it is difficult to disentangle entirely 
the question of where Ben died, given that he 
died sometime between about 9.30 pm on the 
evening of 7 May 1826 and before about 
8.00 am (1.00 am if father William, Hannah, 
and Leney are to be believed) on 8 May. All the 
available evidence suggests that arsenic 
poisoning was the most likely cause of death. 
If homicide, then the chances that the poison 
was administered with anything other than 
intent to kill seem unlikely. Of course further 
important questions remain, notably when 
and how was the poison administered? 

Sir Robert Graham’s report of the trial 
(Bentley, 1997) gets to the nub of the matter. 
Hannah Russell was charged with petty 
treason, namely the murder by poison of her 
husband, and her presumed paramour, Leney, 
was charged as accomplice. From the evidence, 
Sir Robert took the view that Russell was 
almost certainly not a principal in the killing, 
but rather an accessory before the fact: she 
had given Leney poison, which he had admin-
istered in her absence when well away from 
the house. To get round the difficulty, Graham 
directed the jury that Russell, although not 
actually present when the poison was given, 

might be said to have been ‘virtually present’. 
This misdirection was enough to secure her 
conviction. However, on 2 November 1826 Sir 
Robert referred the case to the Twelve 
Judges,62 and on 13 February 1827 they 
directed that she be granted an unconditional 
pardon for the offence of which she had been 
convicted, i.e. petty treason. Thus it was left 
open to prefer a fresh indictment against her.

The pardon issued as of 21 February 1827 
by Peel on HM Command (Figure 4) simply 
refers to the report from Our Judges; there is 
no mention of Mantell’s petition. There is no 
record of any response from Peel to Mantell. 
This being said, that Hannah Russell was 
never charged as an accessory before the fact 
may have been due to Mantell’s campaign, at 
least in part. She was still at liberty in 1840 
(Wells, 1840).

NOTES
1 The Mechanics’ Institute in London, founded by 

Dr George Birkbeck (1823), now Birkbeck College, 
University of London.

2 Petit treason – the last such trial in Sussex be-
fore this offence was subsumed under murder 
(1828 – Statute 9 George IV c 31 s 2); a guilty 
verdict carried the additional penalty that she 
would be drawn to the place of execution on a 
hurdle, burning alive for this crime being 
abolished only in 1790.

3 The note survives amongst Mantell’s papers in 
the Alexander Turnbull Library in New Zealand.

4 The Hon Sir Robert Graham (1744–1836), called 
to the bar, 1771; KC, 1793; Baron of the Court of 
Exchequer, 1800.

5 The Times 5 August 1826, 3.

6 Mr William Adams FRCS (1820–1900) Assistant 
Surgeon, Royal Orthopedic Hospital and 
Demonstrator in Morbid Anatomy, St Thomas’ 
Hospital. Dr Thomas Hodgkin (1798–1866) phy-
sician and pathologist, Guy’s Hospital.

7 Sir Robert Christison (1797–1882), pupil of Orfila 
and Professor of Medical Jurisprudence at the 
University of Edinburgh.

8 Alfred Swaine Taylor (1806–1880), Professor of 
Medical Jurisprudence and Chemistry at Guy’s 
Hospital, in essence Christison’s counterpart in 
England and also a pupil of Orfila.

9 Spokes (1927) suggests that Mantell’s younger 
brother Joshua (1795–1865) was also involved, 
but this is not supported by contemporary docu-
mentation.
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10 Sir Astley Paston Cooper, Bart. FRS (1768–1841), 
surgeon to St Thomas’ Hospital and later to Guy’s 
Hospital.

11 Mr Edward Stanley FRS (1792–1862) surgeon 
and lecturer in anatomy, St Bartholomew’s 
Hospital.

12 Death occurred within 4 hours (Male, 1816; p. 
68).

13 Pyl JT, ed. Aufsätze und Beobachtungen aus der 
gerichtlichen Arzeneywissenschaft. Berlin: 
Mylius, 1783-93; v: 106. All the signs of irritation 
in the stomach and intestine were present except 
vomiting, and death occurred within 3 hours.

14 Johnston J. Medical essays and observations with 
disquisitions relating to the nervous system by 
James Johnstone. And, an essay on mineral poi-
sons by John Johnstone. Evesham: J. Agg, 1795: 
30. Death occurred within 3.5 hours.

15 The Times 29 July 1826: 3. Arsenious oxide had 
been given as an abortifacient with fatal conse-
quences for the mother Mary Ann Randall as 
well as for the foetus. 

16 Arsenic trisulfide formed by reaction between ar-
senic trioxide and hydrogen sulfide produced by 
putrefaction.

17 Compounds of arsenic in two different oxidation 
states: +3 (arsenite) and +5 (arsenate).

18 A public house once owned by Frank Russell, who 
was known as a smuggler and receiver of stolen 
goods. The building has been said to be the Wheel 
Inn, Heathfield Road, Burwash Weald, although 
there is still a Rose and Crown Inn in Ham Lane, 
Burwash.

19 Thomas Abel Evans (d. 1846) was younger than 
Mantell and was not admitted MRCS or LSA. His 
death was registered at Ticehurst.

20 Evans TA. Sussex Advertiser 19 March 1827.
21 Letter from Barton to Mantell, 22 September 

1826 – Barton simply refers to the second sur-
geon as Newington, and could not remember the 
name of the third surgeon (Mantell Papers, 
Alexander Turnbull Library).

22 No record of the inquest survives (Hunnisett, 
2005).

23 Brent C. Georgian Lewes, 1714-1830, Heyday of a 
County Town. Lewes: Colin Brent Books, 1993.

24 The Times 9 March 1827, 4.
25 William Russell, Thomas Hawkins, John 

Woodsell, John Sheather, Samuel Cruttenden, 
Thomas Abel Evans, Robert Crowhurst, Lydia 
Collins, William Collins, Joseph Oliver, Robert 
Bowles, Elizabeth Elliott, Annaniah Hilder, 
Francis Russell, James Russell, Ann Hicks, 
Thomas Relf, Thomas Luck, James French, Mark 
Blackford, Robert Ellis.

26 Sussex Advertiser 31 July 1826, 3.
27 Evans TA. Sussex Advertiser 2 April and 9 April 

1827.
28 Mantell GA. Sussex Advertiser 26 March 1827.

29 Chief officer.
30 Sir Robert’s own report of the trial survives in 

The National Archives.
31 The Hon Sir George Sowley Holroyd (1758–1831), 

Justice of HM Court of King’s Bench 1816–1828
32 The Times 31 July 1826, 3.
33 A myth perpetuated by Dean (1998) and others is 

that Hannah’s execution was delayed because of 
doubts over her marital status. 

34 John Hawkins FRS (1761–1841), geologist, trav-
eller and writer.

35 The Times 9 March 1827, 4.
36 Sir Benjamin Brodie FRS (I783–I862), surgeon 

at St. George’s Hospital, London.
37 William Thomas Brande FRS (1788–1866), 

Professor of Chemistry at the Royal Institution 
1813–1852.

38 Mantell refers therein to a ‘recent incident in a 
neighbouring town’ where arsenic had been de-
tected in the stomach of a woman by three sur-
geons, but the analysis had been shown subse-
quently to be fallacious. This is not mentioned 
elsewhere in the case files.

39 Severe chest pain that indicates that the blood 
supply to a part of the heart muscle is inadequate 
(myocardial ischaemia).

40 More details are given in Mantell GA (Sussex 
Advertiser 19 March and 26 March 1827).

41 Probably John Armstrong MD (1784–1829), phy-
sician to the London Fever Institution.

42 Male (1816), p. 68, this reference also cited by 
Christison (1835) in his criticism of Mantell.

43 Four ounces, 1746 grains, 113.5 g.
44 Sussex Advertiser 11 December 1826, 3.
45 Sussex Advertiser 18 December 1826, 2.
46 An incomplete manuscript exists in the Mantell 

papers in the Alexander Turnbull Library in New 
Zealand.

47 Sussex Advertiser 5 March 1827.
48 Sussex Advertiser 19 March 1827.
49 Sussex Advertiser 26 March 1827.
50 Lancet 1836-7; i: 758, 1838-9; ii: 506-507.
51 Philcox & Baldock were the clerks to the magis-

trates for this part of Sussex.
52 Oliver does record Ben saying that he had ‘two 

bushels of wheat that was laid up that was not 
clean and that he was going to move it that night’ 
(i.e. the night he died).

53 Kemp records lending Ben a sack.
54 Hampshire Telegraph and Sussex Chronicle (pub 

Portsmouth) 1 May 1826 ‘the weather continues 
to be extremely cold, especially at night, with a 
wind due North. The thermometer last evening, 
within doors, was below 50 (°F, 10 °C)’. Glasgow 
Herald 12 May 1826 referring to London markets 
‘weather still continues cool’.

55 Mantell GA. Sussex Advertiser 19 March and 26 
March 1827.
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56 Evans TA. Sussex Advertiser 26 March and 2 
April 1827.

57 Evans TA. Sussex Advertiser 19 March 1827.
58 According to Mantell (letter to Benjamin Brodie), 

Ben had gonorrhoea (Dean, 1998).
59 Times 31 July 1826, 3.
60 Mantell initially took this to be Charles 

Newington (1781–1852). He was one of 10 sons 
and 5 daughters; 4 of the boys became doctors in-
cluding the eldest, Samuel, who practised in 
Goudhurst. Charles worked at a family-run asy-
lum in Ticehurst 1802–52; he was admitted 
MRCS (1802). Samuel W Newington was his 
nephew (Mantell GA. Sussex Advertiser 19 March 
1827). Joshua Mantell died in Ticehurst Asylum, 
having been admitted there in 1836 after falling 
off his horse (Dean, 2004), so relations with the 
Mantell family must have been repaired.

61 The Times 31 July 1826, 3.
62 The Twelve High Court Judges acted as a higher 

court to give decisions on points of English law.
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