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THE DEATH OF CLAUDIUS

OR
MUSHROOMS FOR MURDERERS
BY
R. GorpoN W ASSON

Tu illos boletos, voluptarium venenum, nihil
oculti operis iudicas facere, etiam St
praesentanei non fuerunt.

—Seneca the Elder, Epistle XCV
to LLucilius.

FFor murderers there i1s only one kind of mushroom
worth considering: A manita phalloides. Almost every-
one who dies from mushrooms dies from 1t; and most
of those who have eaten it have died from 1t. liven a
small piece of the cap may kill a grown man. Specimens
are easy to identify and easy to find 1n season—in our
latitude from August into October. T'heir poisonous
virtue survives cooking, freezing, drying. To speak
more accurately, the deadly species are three in number,
for we must add A manita verna and A manita virosa, but
all three resemble each other so closely both 1n appear-
ance and toxic properties that the murderer, whose ends
after all are empirical, will disregard the distinctions as
academic. He looks for white gills, veil (or ring), and
volva, taking care not to be misled by any of the inno-
cent amanitas, such as the citrina. On the autopsy table
the victim shows pathological lesions of the viscera, but
unlike the case with arsenie, the pathologist cannot 1so-
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late the lethal agent, whose 1dentity he must infer from
the case history supplied by the attending physician, plus
such evidence as can be assembled to show that the vie-
tim had eaten the lethal fungi.

F'rom the murderer’'s point ot view, the deadly amanita
sufters from one shortcoming : an occasional victim, after
days or weeks or even months of' shattering illness, slowly
recovers and returns to circulation. True, he is only a
frail replica of his former self, but he is alive and has
toiled the murderer’s coup. On the other hand, if the
murderer also hates his vietim, and if success attends his
undertaking, his worst instinets and hopes will have been
more than satisfied by the slow progress and horrible
suftering that attend the vietim’s downward course into
the grave. T'he symptoms of poisoning by the deadly
amanmtas are distinctive, dramatic, and terrifying.

1o begin with, the lethal amanitas taste good—on this
the abundant testimony of victims shows no dissenting
voice. Nothing arouses suspicion as the greedy diner
consumes his fateful dish: nor does he suspect anything
for many hours thereafter. Indeed, the distinctive mark
of this poison, its véritable sionature as Dr. Dujarric de
la Riviere has aptly called it, is the period of absolute
quiescence that follows the ingestion of the mushrooms,
a period that never lasts less than six hours, and usually
ten or twelve, sometimes twenty or even forty or more.
T'he viectim goes about his affairs blissfully unaware that
the fingers ot death are entwining him. Perhaps he speaks
with relish of the mushrooms he has eaten, and may ask
for another helping ot the same kind at the next meal.
I[f they have been served to him intentionally, his mur-
derer, standing by, eyes him with wicked and dissembled
solicitude, alert for the inevitable moment. Of a sudden
the vietim 1s gripped by appalling abdominal distress,
followed by vomiting and diarrhoca foetida. Neither
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emetics nor purgatives can help him now, for his system
has absorbed the venom during the long period of silent
invasion. T'he initial seizure 1s followed by utter prostra-
tion, which in turn 1s succeeded by another paroxysm
like the first, and this alternation continues, perhaps for
many days, until the victim, his pulse fast and weak,
succumbs, usually after a delirious phase. 'I'he appear-
ance of the patient meanwhile is marked by what the
physicians describe as the Hippocratic facies—eyes
sunken and staring as though with anxiety or terror,
skin over the cheekbones taut and parched, nose pinched,
temples hollow, ears leaden and cold, their lobes turned
out, lips relaxed, the whole face livid—an appearance
that i1s clear harbinger of imminent dissolution.

Qur lugubrious, even sinister, approach to the toxic
fungi presents the elementary facts that should be known
to any detective story craftsman who resorts to mush-
room poison as a device in the construction of a plot.
The art of the detective story 1s a minor literary genre
proliferated by the English-speaking peoples. Itsleading
exponents are often conscientious in their scientific re-
search. But when they invoke mushroom poisoning,
they seem incapable of artistic performance, as though
the mycophobia peculiar to the Celtic and Anglo-Saxon
races inhibited all inquiry into the dark recesses of the
repellent subject. Mushrooms remain a mystery to
mystery writers.

Before examining the texts, we must mention two
other kinds of toxic mushrooms. First and foremost
there is .dmanita muscaria, erroneously regarded by
many laymen as preeminently the poisonous mushroom.
[ts evil reputation far outruns its deserts. It gives its
name to ‘muscarine’, the agent that most physicians and
many medical examiners in the Knglish-speaking world
regard as synonymous with mushroom poisoning. But
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the facts are that muscarine 1s seldom 1t ever fatal, that
1t 1s destroved by cooking, and that 1t exists in .. mus-
carta only in traces. One would have to eat kilograms
of fresh . muscaria to induce a muscarine reaction, and
far more for a lethal dose. In the IEnghsh-speaking
world this spectacular mushroom labors under a tabu,
originally I believe religious, which wielded such power
that it seeped out and infected the whole wild mushroom
world—the world of ‘toadstools™—to the point where
the 1dea ot eating them strikes panic into the normal
Iinglishman’s being, be he ever so brave. T'he victim (or
beneficiary) of A. muscaria, following a stupor accom-
panied perhaps by vivid dreams, 1s traditionally imbued
with a sense of exhilaration, of living in new dimensions
with miraculous mobility; but these are the result of
drugs new to science and now for the first time being
studied.

Of the remaining toxic mushrooms, there is a peculiar
mystery about Gyromitra esculenta, a common species
much eaten (as its name suggests) in central Kurope.
Certain 1t 1s that at intervals cases occur where an indi-
vidual dies from this species. The explanation may not
be surely known, but if the best opinion available today
proves right, Gyromitra esculenta offers us a notable
fungal peculiarity. It seems that everyone may eat this
tasty mushroom with impunity for the first time. DBut
occasionally there i1s an individual who, if he returns to
a mess of the same species shortly thereafter, and if the
mushrooms are fresh rather than dried, suffers a danger-
ous or even fatal anaphvlactic shock.

Dorothy .. Sayers with Robert Kustace in 7%e Docu-
ments in the Case produced the supreme example in Kng-
lish of a mystery story based on fungal poisoning. An
eccentric Knglishman, George Harrison, made wild
mushrooms his hobby (he was obviously eccentric), and

| 104 |



in the end was found dead (as his fellow-countrymen
would expect)in a lonely shack. The evidence indicated
that he had recently eaten a mess of stewed mushrooms
prepared by himself. The coroner after chemical analysis
of the uneaten remains ot the stew put the death down
to accidental muscarine poisoning. T'he victim’s son,
Paul, was not satisfied, because he was certain his father,
a careful man and excellent amateur myvcologist, could
never have confused A mamuita muscaria with an edible
species, and in the end he ran down the real culpnt,
lover of Paul’s stepmother, a villain named Robert
[Lathom, who 1n due course was proved to have intro-
duced synthetic muscarine into the stock that had served
for the mushroom stew. He was tried, convicted, and
hanged. The story is well told, with delightful touches
revealing the mycophobic habits of mind of the run of
Englishmen. But it suffers from one defect: muscarine
is destroyed by cooking and could not have caused the
victim’s death. Furthermore, the toxicity ot fresh mus-
carine 1s exaggerated: the chances were excellent that
Harrison would survive an uncooked dose. lL.athom
should have used pieces of .. phalloides, not muscarine,
and for informed readers, his execution was a painful
miscarriage of justice, a tragic sequel to an incompetent
performance by Defense Counsel.

Miss Sayers and Mr. IKustace used, or misused, a
genuine mushroom. More often KEnglish authors create
fictional species, tailored to fit their plots. IKirnest Bramah
in 7%e Eyes of Max Carrados tells a story entitled *'I'he
Mystery of the Poisoned Dish of Mushrooms™. It hinges
on the peculiar properties of a non-existent fungus on
which he bestows a name unknown to mycology, A man-
ita bhuroides. ('T'his name sounds like a misspelled de-
rivative of Burrhus, a personage in attendance at the
imperial court of Claudius and Nero.) It 1s so deadly
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that the victim expires within a half-hour of his seizure.

More notable than A manita Ohurowdes 1s the fictitious
“*Panaceolus sherriffoides’, as we shall call the mush-
room that the playright R.C. Sherrift' devises for his
drama Miss Mabel. His plot 1s unhappy, for we are ex-
pected to sympathize with a kindly, somewhat demented
heroine who poisons her wealthy and hateful sister, the
widow Fletcher. I'he mycophile watches with astonish-
ment as the author, by a very act of creation, invents his
mushroom and clothes it with precisely those attributes
that the plot requires. It appears in the spring: the daf-
todils are in bloom and aster is yet to come. (In nature
there are almost no mushrooms then.) It grows fast,
progressing noticeably in the course of a night’s rain.
A cluster of nine serves as the lethal dose, but the play-
wright suggests that fewer would have sufliced. VW hen
cooked, the mushrooms smell like hot rubber, but the
smell 1s successtully overlaid with onions and tomatoes.
Most remarkable are the toxic properties. These fungi
are a powerful narcotic and put the victim to sleep at
once. T'he widow Fletcher departs this life without pain,
her ugly, resentful face assuming in death ‘a look of such
peace and gentleness” that the audience 1s presumably
reconciled to her hurried departure at the hands of her
sister.

Y et another inventor of mushrooms i1s H.G. Wells in
his short story, 7%he Purple Pileus. Here a mild-
mannered, milk-toast of a man named Coombes, lower
middle-class, finds himself browbeaten by his wife and
her odious friend, Clarence, to the point of desperation
and suicide. He rushes from the house into the woods.
He thinks of drowning himself, but suddenly notices all
the varied mushrooms around his feet. A purple pileus
atches his eye, ‘a peculiarly poisonous looking purple’,
slimy, shining, emitting a sour odor but not disgusting.
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Coombes breaks off a piece, and the creamy white of the
inside changes in ten seconds to a yellowish green color,
which suggests what the modern world knows as a bole-
tus. He remembers that his father had described this
very species to him, and they were the deadliest poison.
He tastes the thing. It 1s pungent. He almost spits it
out, but then it seems merely hot to the taste and full-
Havored, a kind of German mustard with horse-radish.
He swallows 1t. T'here ensues a curious tingling sensa-
tion in his finger-tips and toes. His pulse quickens. The
blood 1n his ears sounds like a mill-race. He loses his
balance, falls, forgets everything. While he lies there
unconscious, a peculiar transformation takes place in his
personality, for atter a while he wakes up feeling bright
and cheerful, his complexion a livid white, his eyes large
and bright, his pale lips drawn 1n a cheerless grin. T'he
mild little man 1s now a lion, fit to be master of his
house. He goes home, and 1n a scene of violent retribu-
tion he imposes his will on his wife and that noisome
friend of hers. He i1s so successful that the reformation
in his household proves lasting, and the whole course of
Coombes’s life 1s changed for the better.

Coombes’s exhilaration might suggest that he ate
Amanmita muscaria, but Wells expressly distinguishes
his purple pileus from that other species, ‘the red ones
with white spots’. Wells, like Bramah and Sherrift, fills
out the necessities of a given plot by inventing the
needed mushroom, on which we here might facetiously
bestow the name of Boletus wellsoides.

Have Knglish authors ever invented flowers or shrubs
or trees with which to adorn the Knglish countryside?
It seems unlikely. Surrounded by mushrooms on which
they never fix their gaze, they usually 1gnore them, and
on the rare occasions when ‘toadstools™ are needed, they
blithely misrepresent them, to make them serve an

odious or exotic purpose.
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With Wells and Sherrift and Bramah, we observe a
peculiar aspect of the mycophobia of the Knglish in its
unconscious and spontaneous workings. Doubtless many
other examples could be assembled, and we shall men-
tion a few. DBut first let us note and celebrate one excep-
tion. AAnne Parish in her novel 7The Perenmal Bachelor
dispatches one of her characters by means of a dish of
mushrooms. Unlike all the other writers about whom
we speak, she shows herselt thoroughly versed in the
properties of the deadly amanita. The episode 1s only
incidental to her plot, and this makes the accuracy of her
details even more astounding. It i1s not as though she
had worked hard on mushrooms and then hung her story
on them.

In December 1949 Kllery Queen's Mystery Magoazine
published a yarn by August Derleth in which the mur-
derer killed his vietim by substituting for morels some
specimens ot Gyromitra esculenta—a species that no vil-
lain bent on murder would ever rely on. In Murder
with Mushrooms, ‘Gordon Ashe’ (pen name for John
Creasey) has his vietim die the same night that he dines
on poisonous mushrooms—a tragic sequel that could not
occur. In R.T.M. Scott’s Ann’s Crime, the vietims 1n-
hale spores ot Amanita phalloides that have been con-
cealed 1n a cheese cloth inside a pillow, and forthwith
they die, for no doctor, we are told, could save a person
whose head had once touched that pillow!. . .. Has
there been a single writer of detective or mystery stories
who has done justice to the genuine drama hidden in
the properties peculiar to A manita phalloides !

The German author Gustav Meyrink in his Bal Ma-
cabre deals with mushroom intoxication. The story 1s
drenched with a pathological atmosphere artfully con-
trived. I'here 1s much about mushrooms in the narrative,
but the hallucinations that hang over the whole story
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seem to us to be best explained by the eftfects of alcohol,
an alcoholic’s nightmare about toxic mushrooms. Mey-
rink reveals no knowledge of fungal toxicology. T'he
prolific American writer Percival Wilde in his 7Tnsley s
Bones, published 1n 1942, introduces as a witness a
knowledgeable female mycologist who seems to be ad-
dicted to mushrooms ot the genus PPanaeolus as a substi-
tute for cocktails, the author and his character displaying
thereby an astonishing command of mushroomic eso-
terica; but mushrooms in this yarn were not the agent
used for the murder.

The tacts about lethal mushrooms are to be found, not
in standard medical reference works, but 1n mycological
publications. They are well summarized in .John Rams-
bottom’s A Handbook of the Larger British F'ungt, an
indispensable reference book, which however still charac-
terizes A mamita mappa as poisonous, ignoring the work
done by the French with this species. Good instances
of poisoning by the deadly amanitas appearin a Canadian
Government publication, Mushrooms and Toadstools, by
H. T. Giissow and W. S. Odell. Certainly the best
worked up case history in any language 1s the account
of the tragic end of a Madame Boyer and her daughter
I<lodie, more than a century ago, retold with dramatic
suspense and pathos by Camille Fauvel in his delightful
little book, fL.e Champignon qui tue, published 1n Paris
in 1926. The best single source of information about all
the toxic mushrooms is, we believe, L.es Champignons
Toxiques et Hallucinogenes, by Roger Heim, published
by Boubée in Paris.

Mycologists are prone to exaggerate the importance
of mushroom poisonings in history. In their writings we
repeatedly find a list of eminent persons who have died
allegedly from eating poisonous mushrooms, a list that
they copy tfrom each other without verification. Some-
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times we read that Kuripides lost his wife and two
daughters thus, an assertion unsupported by any ancient
text, apparently based on a misreading of Athenaeus.
We read that Pope Clement VII—he who 1s remem-
bered chiefly for his tribulations with Henry VIII of
Iingland—was a vietim of poisonous mushrooms. This
Pontift died on September 25, 1534. T'he date falls 1n
the season of the deadly amanita, but the records show
that Clement’s symptoms first manifested themselves
many months earlier, on May 30, and the course of his
Huctuating illness from that moment i1s well documented.
We discover in the record no trace of the telltale syn-
drome. As his biographer X mmanuel Rodocanachi sagely
observes, ‘In accordance with the custom of those times,
people attributed his death to poison.™'

T'hen there was the case of the Holy Roman Emperor
Charles VI, father of Maria Theresa of Austria. He had
been worried and run down. ‘On the 10th [ of October
1740 at night his complaint was increased by an indi-
agestion, occasioned by a dish of mushrooms stewed in
oil, of which he ate voraciously.” So wrote Archdeacon
Wilham Coxe in his Haistory of the House of Austria.
T'en days later, on October 20, while the doctors were
still arguing about the diagnosis, he surprised them by
dying. The clinical details that Coxe supplies to us, in-
cluding the patient’s sudden death, are compatible with
poisoning by the deadly amanita; we have only to as-
sume that the physicians out of a sense of decorum played
down the unpleasant details of his last i1llness. There were
no allegations that the poisoning, if such it was, was de-
liberate. If fungi were the agent, he is the one important
personage in modern times thus killed. His end precipi-

' Histoire de Rome: Les Pontificats d’ Adrien VI et de Clément V1I,
[.ibrarie Hachette, Paris, 1933, See also Ludwig Pastor, The History
qf the Popes, l.ondon, 1910, Vol. 10.
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tated war and 1t 1s on record that Voltaire declared ‘a
pot of mushrooms changed the history of Kurope’.

Most remarkable 1s the persistence in mycological
writings of the assertion that I'sar Aleksel of Russia or
his widow died from mushrooms. Sometimes the texts
name him, but more often her. As to the T'sar himself,
the circumstances of his death are well known and are
unrelated to fungi.

The source of these reports i1s to be found 1n a footnote
that appears on page 111 of Jean-Jacques Paulet’s classic
Traité des Champignons, published 1n Paris in 1793, read-
ing as follows:

[.’accident arrivé i la veuve du czar Alexis, qui s’empoisonna

avec des champignons qu’on avait gardés pour le caré¢me, et rap-
porté par Miiller, est de notre siecle.

The accident that befell the widow of the Tsar Alexis, who was
poisoned by mushrooms that had been set aside for Lent, as re-
ported by Miiller, belongs to our century.

Paulet’s remark would arouse skepticism in any Russian.
In winter (especially during L.ent) the Great Russians
eat an immense quantity of mushrooms, dried and mari-
nated. The Tsarina would of course have enjoyed the
pick of the harvest. Had she been the victim of deliber-
ate poisoning, we should certainly not be indebted for
our information about this event to a mycologist writing
in France almost a century later. T'he Russian Court
chronicles would have reported the episode and the at-
tendant furore. If a mistake was made (which 1s almost
incredible), everyone who shared in the dish would have
succumbed. No one in Russia has ever heard of such a
tragedy.

Paulet refers to a book by ‘Miiller’, Vol. 11, p. 59. In
vain did we look for it, until one day we came across an
essay on this very citation by a Russian, B. P. Vasil'kov,
the specialist in the higher fungi residing in L.eningrad.
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