
What made these 
killings so sordid 
was that Burke and 

Hare committed them 
for the sole purpose of 

selling the cadavers 
to medical schools 
for dissection and 
medical research.

CASE STUDY

BURKE AND HARE
During the 1820s, Edinburgh, Scotland, was a major 
center for those pursuing an education in medicine. 
Almost 60 years prior to Jack the Ripper, the first 
serial murderers, William Burke and William Hare, 
captured media attention. During a 12-month period, 
Burke and Hare killed 16 people in Edinburgh before 
being arrested in November 1828. What made these 
killings so sordid was that Burke and Hare commit-
ted them for the sole purpose of selling the cadav-
ers to medical schools for dissection and medical 
research.  They were assisted by Burke’s companion, 
Helen M’Dougal, and Hare’s wife, Margaret. Burke 
and Hare would lure their victims with alco-
hol. Then, they would suffocate their 
inebriated victims by lying on 
their chests and holding their 
mouths and nostrils closed. 
Subsequently, Burke and 
Hare would sell these 
cadavers, “no ques-
tions asked,” to Dr. 
Robert Knox, a prom-
ising anatomist.

During the trial, 
Hare was granted 
immunity in return 
for testifying against 
Burke. Burke was 
found guilty and sen-
tenced to death by hang-
ing. He was hanged on 
January 28, 1829. Ironically, 
the next day, Burke’s cadaver 
was donated to the University of 
Edinburgh, where Professor Alexander 
Monro conducted the dissection in the anatomi-
cal theater.1 In fact, the University of Edinburgh 
Anatomical Museum has an exhibit of William 
Burke’s skeletal remains. A description of the exhibit 
ends with a 19th-century children’s rhyme:

Up the close and down the stair

In the house with Burke and Hare

Burke’s the butcher

Hare’s the thief

Knox the boy who buys the beef.2

In January 2016, Arthur and Elizabeth Rathburn 
from Grosse Point Park, Michigan (six miles outside 
Detroit), were indicted for running a black-market 
body part business. The Rathburns obtained most 
of the cadavers from two Chicago-area body dona-
tion labs. Many of the families who donated the bod-
ies of their loved ones did so with the belief that they 

would go to science. A number of these 
cadavers were infected with HIV, 

hepatitis B, and other diseases. 
The Rathburns would use 

chainsaws, band saws, 
and reciprocating saws 

to butcher these cadav-
ers for body parts. The 
Rathburns stored 
body  pa r t s  f r om 
over 1,000 people 
inside a warehouse. 
Subsequently, they 
would se l l  these 
butchered body parts 
to medical and den-

tal trainees. However, 
they sometimes did not 

disclose to their custom-
ers that these body parts 

were infected with disease.3

Over 180 years separate these 
two cases; the technological exper-

tise needed to carry out these crimes significantly 
changed during this time. However, one consis-
tent theme that links these two cases is motive—
monetary gain. This is one of the most fascinating 
aspects to studying crime—although technology 
may have changed how crimes are committed (e.g., 
Internet fraud), have the explanations (i.e., “why they 
do it”) changed?


