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The Crime

When the bodyv of a possible murder victim s given a post-mortem (o

determine the cause of death, one of dhe first signs examiners look for is the
prosence of any known poisons. Bue what happens when the lerhal
mngredients that led w the vicam’s demise are not chemical poisons, but
germs spread by discases, some ot which can prove fatal through natural
misforcune rather than murderous intent? If @ murderer could harness these
gers and bacteria as an effective murder weapon, how could INVestigators
possiblv determine whether a victim had died trom natural causes or
purposctully been exposed w the deadly germs by a human assailant?

Fhis was thie hine of thought that influenced Dr. Arthur Warren Waite, a
dentist in New York who shared his luxury apartment on Riverside Drive
with his wites retred parents. His father-in-law. John Peck, had built up a
sizeable tortune atter a carcer as a pharmacist in che Middle West, and Waice
longed o inhericas much of the money as possible. The problem was thar

naither parent seemed i poor health, but it occurred 1 Waite thar i might

be possible o give natare a helping hand, by causing Peck to ingest harmtul
bacteria which would trigger an entirely convincing onset of a serious discase,
followed by asevere physical dechine and ultimate deadh, without anyone

beng held responsible.,

The Case
Waiee began by serting his sights on John Peck’s wite, He caretully isoluted a

minture of diphitheria and intluenza germs, and added rhese to her food. Atter

aseries of doses, the dderby woman became il and her conditon steadiby
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Above Demonstration of Marsh™s test tor aosenie, developed i the 18205 be

odorless poison was untraceable i the hu nan body

dereriorated, unul she tinally dicd in Janaary 1976, Waite then shiied

eftorts to her husband, but his metiod did not work so eticciivels «

second target. [t seemed John Peck’s consttton was disconeern

to a whole range of nasty bugs, and every weapon i Waite's ocker wan
proving inethective.
First he tried che diplalieria miviure, with no resubes. Then he P sied

a nasal spray 1o aid his victm's breathing, which he had contamimed

tuberculosis germs, but even this L led o produce the plannad

tried influenza and typhoid, buc sull the old man remained obstinagen

healchy. Finally, Waites impatience overcame all the care nd am

taken so far in his cttorts. Deernined 1o hasten his fadher in i dea

added a dose of what he described 1o their tamily servant simply

“medicine” o wea and soup served o Pecks one evenimg. The medio
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exactly what he hoped it would do. A man who appeared to the family doctor
as healthy only the day before died on March 12, 1916, just two months after
his late wife.

The Evidence

The medicine administered to the unfortunate John Peck was nothing less
than a lethal dose of arsenic. Unluckily for the devious dentist, there was a
reliable test for the presence of this poison which had been developed by
James Marsh, a London chemist, in the 1820s, and this was well known to
the investigators. The first step of the test is to place tissue samples from the
victim, together with any stomach contents, on to a zinc plate. Then
sulphuric acid is poured on to the plate, and in the ensuing reaction any
arsenic present in either tissue or stomach contents absorbs the hydrogen
from the acid and is given off as a gas. This is collected and passed down a
heated tube and then allowed to cool, where the mixture forms white crystals
of arsenious oxide. When samples were taken from John Peck’s body, the
crystals showed exactly what Dr. Warren Waite had turned to in his haste to
be rid of his facher-in-law.

The Outcome

With evidence as clear as this, the trial was something of a formality. Dr.
Archur Warren Waite was convicted of John Peck’s murder, and before his
execution he admirted the ingenious and successful methods he had used for
poisoning his mother-in-law without incurring any suspicion at all. Had he
persevered with these ideas, in time Mr.Peck may have suffered the same fate
as his wife without anyone being the wiser.
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Why do doctors make good murderers (particularly with poisons)

What did the doctor use in his first attempt to murder
his father-in-law?

What did he use for his second {ultimately effective) attempt?

The poison used in this case was also known
as “inheritance powder.” Why?

What is the name of the test used to detect this poison?
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