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A poisonous interrogation (Ypres, 1812) 

Elwin Hofman 

 

Catherine Leducq appears to us in the archives of early-nineteenth-century criminal justice, 

through documents produced by legal staff. In this storytelling paper, I augment these records 

with insights from other cases, from legal scholarship and from contemporary literature. Using 

these, I recreate a phenomenology of criminal interrogation, in which spaces and words, gender 

and feelings were entangled. This is Catherine Leducq’s story. 

 

Catherine Leducq hoped she would keep her resolve. She had been arrested with her husband 

several days ago. Since then, the only person she had been able to speak to was the jailer.1 

She would be interrogated, she knew, but she did not know when. Yesterday, she had heard 

that her husband had been brought before the examining judge. But she hadn’t been able to 

speak with him. What had the judge asked, what had her husband said? What would they 

ask her, and when? No one would tell her. The silence of the walls and the indifference of the 

legal personnel were auxiliaries of the judge.2 She hoped she would keep her resolve. 

The date was November 12, 1812; the location the house of detention in Ypres. For a little 

over a decade, Ypres had been part of France. Criminal justice was regulated by the 

Napoleonic penal codes: since 1810, the Code pénal and the Code d’instruction criminelle 

determined what offences deserved punishments and how criminal justice was administered. 

Catherine Leducq, an illiterate 25-year-old butcheress, probably knew little of the specifics of 

 
1 Bruges State Archives (BSA), Assize Court of West-Flanders (R82), 250/122, n. 3: Mandat de dépôt, 

6/11/1812.  
2 Honoré de Balzac, Splendeurs et misères des courtisanes, À tous les vents 1094 (Québec: Bibliothèque 

électronique du Québec, 1855), 595–96, https://beq.ebooksgratuits.com/balzac/Balzac-50.pdf. See also 

Ernest Desclozeaux, “Discours de rentrée sur les devoirs du juge d’instruction,” Gazette des Tribunaux, 

April 11, 1836, 15. 
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these criminal codes: it is possible that she was unaware that new criminal and procedural 

codes had been adopted just a few years earlier. She did know, however, what her interrogator 

would want from her, what judges always wanted: a confession. A confession would seal her 

fate. 

Leducq and her husband were arrested on suspicion of having poisoned Leducq’s 16-year-

old sister, Amélie. A case summary written after the verdict related that Amélie had visited 

the butchery Leducq and her husband tended on All Hallows’ Day. Nothing seemed to 

forebode her impending fate. She was cheerfully singing and playing with the children, 

drinking some coffee, drinking some beer. Leducq offered her some baked apples. Amélie 

noticed a peculiar white substance and asked her sister whether she had put anything in it. 

Leducq reassured her that it was alright. Amélie shrugged and wanted to offer a part to her 

friend Antoinette, but Leducq wouldn’t let her. “No, no,” she said, “Amélie has to eat the whole 

apple.” Amélie ate the apple. After fifteen minutes, she started complaining of stomach ache. 

Three days later, she was dead. Doctors confirmed that she had been poisoned with arsenic.3 

Obvious as Leducq’s guilt may seem from this summary, it took a while for anyone to 

recall the incident with the apple. It had just felt like a joke at the time. Only a few days after 

Amélie had passed away, Antoinette came forward and testified about the apples. She had 

become suspicious not because of the incident itself, but because of Leducq’s strange behavior 

afterwards. When Antoinette had confronted Leducq with her growing suspicions, the latter 

had replied defensively: “Listen Antoinette, take care not to tell anything about the history 

with the apples, or I will be exposed and guillotined. […] If all goes well, I’ll gift you a habit.”4 

Leducq’s precautions would be her doom. 

 
3 250/122, s.n.: case summary, s.d.. 
4 250/122, n. 10: Deposition of Antoinette Berten, 9/11/1812. 
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The judge tasked with examining Amélie’s death was François De Coninck, a wealthy 

local notable who had been in office for more than a decade, despite numerous regime 

changes.5 The role of examining judge suited a man of his stature and ambition. While he was 

conducting his investigations, he was sovereign: nothing could stop him, no-one could 

command him.6 He supervised the examination of the corpse, heard witnesses such as 

Antoinette and finally ordered the arrest of Leducq and her husband. And her husband: De 

Coninck could not fathom that Leducq had simply poisoned her sister out of her own 

movement. He suspected that her husband was behind it. Leducq’s family was monied and 

the husband was not. For De Coninck, money was always a powerful motive for those who 

didn’t have enough of it, and women were often the unwitting accomplices of men’s schemes.7  

While De Coninck continued to gather evidence, Catherine Leducq remained in her 

prison, isolated from the world. Then suddenly, after five days, the moment was there. The 

jailer opened the door, guards came in and told Leducq to get up and come along. They took 

her to De Coninck’s office, where they had her sit on a chair, probably facing the window.8 

Her every movement would be visible to the interrogator. Two other men were already in the 

room: this was the first time she met her opponents. De Coninck was seated opposite her, 

radiating authority behind his desk, a set of papers in front of him. To their side sat a clerk, 

in silence, the scribbling of his feather his only noise.9 It was in all respects an intimidating 

 
5 ‘Jean De Coninck’, ODIS (http://www.odis.be/lnk/PS_27232); ‘Jean-François de Coninck’, Digithemis 

Prosopografie (http://prosopo.sipr.ucl.ac.be:8080/prosopographie3/).  
6 Balzac, Splendeurs et misères, 627. 
7 De Coninck’s line of reasoning becomes clear from his interrogation of Leducq’s husband: 250/122, n. 

12: Interrogation of Eugène Van Lerberghe, 11/11/1812. 
8 See discussion of the spatial setup of interrogation rooms in Elwin Hofman, “Spatial Interrogations: 

Space and Power in French Criminal Justice, 1750-1850,” Law&history 7, no. 2 (2020): 173–78. 
9 Balzac, Splendeurs et misères, 648. 

http://www.odis.be/lnk/PS_27232
http://prosopo.sipr.ucl.ac.be:8080/prosopographie3/
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setup. Leducq tried to retain her courage, heartened herself to stick to the story she had 

prepared: denying is good, this won’t last forever.10 She tried not to appear weak.11 

The judge started speaking; he admonished her, perhaps, to speak the truth. He seemed 

friendly enough, spoke to her almost like a father.12 The clerk didn’t write down anything of 

what he said; Leducq waited anxiously for the actual interrogation to begin. “Clerk, start 

writing,” the judge finally announced.13 The excitement of the moment quickly resided, as he 

somewhat mechanically began by asking her name, the names of her parents, her civil status, 

profession and places of birth and residence. Leducq answered truthfully, wondering maybe 

what the point of this was: they already knew her name, didn’t they? They knew she was 

married, that she was a butcheress, that she was born and lived in Ypres? As the judge 

repeated her answers in French for the clerk to write down (they had spoken Dutch before), 

she gained some confidence. Maybe this wouldn’t be as hard as she had feared.14 

“Isn’t it true that your sister Amelie Leducq has passed away eight days ago, in the house 

of her, and your, aunt Françoise Bayen, spinster, living in the Rue du Quay in this city?”15 

Perhaps the judge phrased the question a bit less pompously initially, but this was how he 

dictated it in French to the clerk. Painful though the memory of her sister was, Leducq could 

simply confirm. Yes, it was true. “Do you know the cause of the illness that has driven her to 

 
10 Daniel Kirchner, “Dichtung und Wahrheit. Von einem Criminalarrestanten mitgetheilt,” Zeitschrift 

für deutsches Strafverfahren einschließlich des Gefängniswesens 3 (1843): 384. 
11 Jules Barthélemy-Saint-Hilaire, “Psychologie criminelle. Louvel,” Revue des deux mondes:  recueil de 

la politique, de l’administration et des moeurs 6 (1832): 280–81. 
12 Balzac, Splendeurs et misères, 739; Arnould Bonneville de Marsangy, “De l’aveu en criminel,” Gazette 

des Tribunaux, August 10, 1859, 1001. 
13 Balzac, Splendeurs et misères, 739. 
14 The German legal scholar Ludwig Pfister argues against lengthy general questions for this reason: 

Ludwig Pfister, “Ueber die zweckmäßigste Benutzung des Augenblicks des ersten Erscheinens der 

Verbrecher vor Gericht,” Archiv des Criminalrechts 5, no. 1 (1804): 77. 
15 250/122, n. 13: Interrogation of Catherine Leducq, 12/11/1812. All quotes in the following paragraphs 

are from the same transcript. 
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her tomb?” Pompous indeed. But now Leducq had to mind her answer. If she knew too much, 

he would see it as a sign of her guilt. “I heard people say that she has been poisoned.” 

Then the questions became more specific: hadn’t Amélie’s symptoms started while she 

was at her place? Who had been present?  Hadn’t Amélie eaten baked apples at her place? 

Leducq became more nervous, but stuck to the story she had prepared: yes, Amélie had 

become ill at her place, but she had only drank some coffee and some beer. No apples. 

De Coninck was delighted. He had multiple witnesses, including Antoinette, who had 

testified about the apples. This would be an easy case: suspects like Antoinette always got 

entangled in their own lies.16 He pressed further: did she really deny that she had distributed 

apples? That her sister had eaten an apple? Yet it appears from the evidence that you have 

given your sister a baked apple and that she has died it! Leducq denied again, adding that 

moreover she had never owned any poison. But she was getting really anxious.  

De Coninck pressed on, feeling that she might break soon. “It seems that you have chosen 

to entrench yourself in a system of absolute denials. Now rather tell the truth and recognize 

that you have been seduced by greed, in order to speculate on the inheritance of your sister.” 

“This is absolutely false”, Leducq protested, “and I repeat that we have never had any arsenic 

or other poisons in our house.” 

Leducq started to feel cornered. Denying is good, this won’t last forever. De Coninck told 

her that her brother-in-law had testified that he had bought arsenic for her husband. She said 

that she didn’t know anything about it. But she started trembling, turned pale.17 Then came 

the final blow. “Catherine!” the judge roared, no longer even toning down his language for the 

 
16 Antoine Toussaint Desquiron, Traité de la preuve par témoins en matière criminelle: suivant les 

principes du Code d’instruction criminelle et du Code pénal (Paris: Duminil-Lesueur, 1811), 480–81. 
17 Jeremy Bentham, Traité des preuves judiciaires, ed. Étienne Dumont (Paris: Bossange, 1823), I, 360. 
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transcript, “You are suspected of a horrible crime!” He repeated the charges against her, the 

evidence against her, the motive she had. “Now what do you answer to these observations?” 

Leducq hesitated, overcome by everything that was put against her. This felt like torture, 

a torture of the mind.18 Denying is good, this won’t last forever… She heard the church bells 

ring from outside the building.19 “I haven’t spoken the truth”, she said. And she confessed 

that she had put some leftover arsenic on an apple, “that is my misfortune now”. She had 

merely wanted “to play a trick” on her sister, not to kill her. It had been such as small dose! 

De Coninck had reached his goal: a confession! With some final questions, he wrapped 

up the interrogation. Did her husband really have nothing to do with it? He didn’t, she said, 

defeated. De Coninck had the clerk read the transcript of the interrogation aloud in Dutch 

translation. Leducq barely listened, just nodded, drew a cross when asked.20 She was taken 

back to her prison. She was relieved, perhaps, that it was over, but also desperate that she 

hadn’t been able to stick to her story. She wondered whether she had even stood a chance. 

Leducq’s fate was almost sealed, but the story isn’t over. De Coninck was still convinced 

that her husband must have had something to do with it, which he suggested again in a 

second interrogation two days later: “Hasn’t your husband sometimes incited you to commit 

this crime in order to share in its spoils?” (He hadn’t become less pompous.) He pushed her 

on the motive, the unlikeliness of using arsenic to “play a trick”. But she stuck with her first 

confession.21 

 
18 Alphonse Bérenger, De la justice criminelle en France, d’après les lois permanentes, les lois d’exception 

et les doctrines des tribunaux (Paris: L’Huillier, 1818), 403. 
19 A German judge describes the impact of outside sounds such as church bells on suspects: Georg 

Heinzerling, “Einige Bemerkungen über die Frage: ob Tageszeit und Ort auf die Erlangung von 

Geständnissen von Einfluß sind?,” Zeitschrift für deutsches Strafverfahren einschließlich des 

Gefängniswesens 3 (1843): 185–86. 
20 Balzac, Splendeurs et misères, 750–51. 
21 250/122, n. 13: Interrogation of Catherine Leducq (continuation), 14/11/1812. 



7 

 

Then the trial stalled. For more than four months, nothing happened. Leducq remained 

imprisoned and had plenty of time to think her case over. In March, she asked to be heard 

again and tried to use De Coninck’s prejudices to her favor. She declared that, in fact, it had 

been her husband who had instigated the whole affair. Money had been his motive, as De 

Coninck had always suspected. He had put the arsenic on the apple behind her back, she 

hadn’t known! Her husband had forced her to make her earlier declarations.22 

It was a cunning comeback. But it was too late. Her last claims may have sat well with 

De Coninck, but they did not convince the jury. When the trial finally took place, in September 

1813, the jury decided that her first story was more convincing. Leducq’s husband was set 

free. Her precautions and her confessions made her own worst fears come true, however: 

Leducq was convicted to be guillotined.23 

 
22 250/122, n. 26: Additional statement by Catherine Leducq, 23/3/1813. 
23 250/122, n. 41: Questions for the jury and verdict, 28/9/1813. 


