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To my husband Paul, always my first reader
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Author’s foreword

by Ruth D’Alessandro

“Your mum was the first woman detective in the Berkshire Constabulary!”

This was a phrase I heard so often growing up in a police family that I became immune to its impact and significance. It was only when I was an adult that I truly appreciated what an extraordinary achievement that was for a plumber’s daughter from Wokingham.

My mum, Gwendoline Crockford, was one of the first women police constables in the Berkshire Constabulary in the early 1950s, and so good at her job that, in the mid-1950s, she was the first-ever woman police officer to be sent to the Metropolitan Police Detective Training School at Hendon. She served as the force’s only female detective until 1960, when she was promoted, back into uniform, to woman police sergeant. Following an unusually long (for a woman at that time) 11-year career, she left the force when she married my dad, a police constable, in 1962.

How did I come to write my mum’s story? When International Women’s Day came round in 2017, I wanted to post something on social media celebrating women. Whose achievements needed to be highlighted? Who had inspired me? Who did I admire? Then it struck me like a lightning bolt – my mum. She was amazing, and I probably hadn’t appreciated that enough – until now.

I dug out one of my treasured black-and-white photos of her, and posted it with the caption, “So on International Women’s Day, here’s a pioneer – the first-ever woman detective in the Berkshire Constabulary – and my mum. If only she was still around to write her memoir, Call the Sergeant.”

The likes and comments on my post rolled in. My friend Pippa wrote, “OK, sadly she couldn’t write Call the Sergeant… However, nothing stopping my creative Ruthie from doing so…!!!!”

The seed was sown. I had to tell my mum’s story. How on earth was I going to do that? Cancer had taken her suddenly and unexpectedly in 2004, and while it had always been my intention to sit Mum down and get her to tell me all about her police career in chronological order, we’d never got round to it.

What Mum did leave, however, was a small file of newspaper cuttings, papers, photographs, some books, and – most importantly – the stories she told me, which were seared into my memory from an early age. Mum had had a hotline to Scotland Yard, and rubbed shoulders with the eminent “rock star” pathologists of the day – how cool was that? You see, when you grow up in a police family, you grow up listening to stories. The same stories are told over and over, to anyone who’ll listen. They’re unforgettable because they’re powerful, funny, shocking, rude, sometimes upsetting, and unembellished over time.

I spent thousands of hours in the British Library re-searching local Berkshire newspapers of the time, and anything about policing Berkshire in the 1950s and 1960s that I could lay my hands on: out-of-print books, journals, academic papers and online forums, to build up as complete a picture as possible of the Berkshire Constabulary (now part of the Thames Valley Police), and my mum’s career at that time. What really shocked me was how little was written about 1950s policewomen – footnotes here and there, if I was lucky. It’s almost as if they had been airbrushed out of history. This made me even more determined to share the stories Mum told me, set within the context of that fascinating period of British social history when the country emerged from post-war austerity into a social revolution, with the formation of the NHS and the welfare state.

All my memories and research resulted in three books about my mum’s astonishing police career. Calling Detective Crockford begins in 1956 and follows on from Calling WPC Crockford – the story of my mother’s WPC years from 1951 to 1955. At the end of that book, we left Gwen, recommended for detective training after identifying a decomposed body and for her stellar work pioneering interview techniques for at-risk children, musing, “I wondered what 1956 would bring.”

In this second book, we follow Gwen into 1956 when, after some frustrating false starts, she becomes Berkshire’s first woman detective. Her CID service (1957 to 1960) spanned an important, but often overlooked, period of social history that took tentative baby steps towards the groundbreaking policy changes of the revolutionary late 1960s regarding the decriminalisation of homosexuality and the legalisation of abortion (1967), and divorce reform and the abolition of capital punishment (1969).

The Wolfenden Committee (1954 to 1957) examined the treatment of gay men and sex workers. Suicide and attempted suicide were still illegal. Teddy boys with their “subversive” rock and roll music and gang fights stuck two fingers up at the crumbling Establishment; and the sun was finally setting on the British Empire.

Be warned – you may find some of this book shocking and upsetting. The treatment of gay men by the police and authorities in the 1950s was truly appalling, there’s no getting away from that. I’ve used the word “homo-sexual” throughout the book, as although the word “gay” was beginning to be used by the community, its use wasn’t widespread then.

Similarly, attempting suicide was a felony that was only decriminalised in 1961. There’s an account of an attempted suicide in Chapter 18, the details of which you may find distressing. Mum came across many suicides and suicidal people in her police career, and the memory of every single one stayed with her.

And of course, the maltreatment of children is, tragically, nothing new. Mum investigated child abuse and deaths throughout her career – they were part of her remit as a “specialist in women and children”. There was little regard for how repeated exposure to such horrors would affect investigating police officers, and no support.

I have painstakingly and exhaustively researched Calling Detective Crockford, but I appreciate that some details may be wrong. From my research and conver-sations with Mum, I learned that procedures and inter-agency collaborations were much looser back then, and Mum’s position as a female detective was unique, so she really could do things her own way.

While Calling Detective Crockford is closely based on real events that my mum experienced in the late 1950s, it is a work of storytelling. I have fictionalised the majority of characters and relationships – apart from direct Crockford family members and well-known historical figures. I changed some names, locations, incidents and timescales to protect any relatives and individuals still connected with Wokingham, Newbury, Windsor and Maidenhead. However, much of the events you will read is true, and a reflection of a time long gone. And if you think that some of the stories are a little far-fetched, shocking or incredible, those are probably the true ones.



PART 1



CHAPTER 1

Why on earth did I become a detective?

Wokingham

January 1956

The Webley .32 revolver felt leaden in my hand as I held it barrel-down by my side. My finger lightly caressed the trigger as I stood, feet planted hips-width apart, rocking slightly, feeling for that midpoint of steadiness and control. My target was well within sight, standing stock-still, and gazing in my direction. It was time to take the shot, but I needed a few more seconds.

WPC Pattie Baxter, standing next to me, breathlessly murmured, “Gwen, you’ve got to take the shot.”

“I know,” I murmured back, “but I’ve only got one chance and I don’t want to blow it.”

Inhaling, I raised the Webley to my eye line and straightened my arm. Lining up the iron sights and training them on the centre of my target’s forehead, I curled my finger back against the trigger. I began to exhale, my breath vaporising in the cold January air.

“He’s starting to move! Just do it!” whispered Pattie.

I squeezed the trigger. The shot rang out, the pistol kicked back, and my target fell to the ground backwards, a bullet between his eyes. My best shot yet.

“I can’t believe you just did that!” cried Pattie.

“Bullseye.” I smiled, and resisted the temptation to blow the vapour theatrically from the barrel.

The tannoy crackled into life. “And with that winning final shot from WPC Crockford, Wokingham police are champions of the Divisional Shooting Competition for the fourth year running.”

Cheers and applause broke out among the Wokingham contingent, and the Newbury team shrugged in resignation.

Pattie jumped up and down like a small child who’s been told she’s going to the funfair. “We did it again, Gwen! Four years in a row!”

You weren’t expecting me to be a pistol-packing WPC, were you? I hadn’t had the opportunity to mention it before. It was something I’d taken up recreationally in 1952, soon after I joined the force, and I’d built up a reputation as one of the best shots in the Wokingham Police shooting team. Pattie was pretty good too.

“Bit touch and go this year, Pats,” I replied. “The wind was wobbling the target and I wasn’t sure of my aim.”

Our sergeant, Bob Hartwell, a big grin on his face, strode towards us holding the target – a life-size cardboard model with a cartoon Hitler face glued onto it. We used something fun like this for a tiebreaker.

“Got Adolf right between the eyes, Gwen. Well done!” he said, “And you did well too, Pattie. Great shooting from both of you.”

“Thanks Bob!” I replied. “We make a good team, don’t we? I’m rather liking these revolvers. Firing the real thing rather than the .22 air pistols.”

“Yeah – I don’t know where the guv’nor got those from. I think the Met might be upgrading their service weapons and we’ve got their old stock. They do the job, that’s for sure.”

As always after the Divisional Shooting Competition, we ended up crammed into a police club bar, where Pattie and I hadn’t had to buy our own halves of light ale for the last four years. It was comforting and familiar, like having an inky police blanket wrapped round us – the warmth of colleagues following a sporting triumph. All that was about to change this year.

“I hear you’re off to Hendon soon, Miss Crockford,” said Dick Baker, Newbury’s superintendent, offering me a cigarette and lighting it. “We haven’t had a woman detective in Berkshire before. Long overdue in the county forces.”

 

At the beginning of the year, at the behest of our own superintendent, I’d attended a CID selection board. I’d had my usual sleepless night beforehand, but it turned out to be more of an informal chat with some top CID brass than an interview.

“We’re particularly impressed with the work you did with some local ‘problem families’, Miss Crockford. Would you like to tell us a little more about that?” asked Detective Superintendent Wilkins.

“Yes, sir,” I replied. “I’m afraid my interview technique was a little homespun, getting the children to open up to me by playing with their toys, but it helped unravel an incest case involving their father.”

“The Carroll case, sir,” added DCI Heath.

“Ah yes, I remember it well,” said Wilkins.

“And quite by chance, and an unconnected case, one of the Carroll children had possession of a driving licence that he’d found on a skeletonised body, and this helped us identify the deceased,” I explained.

“Sergeant Robertshaw told us about that,” said Wilkins, “saying that you’re one of the least squeamish people she knows.”

Scenes from my WPC years that had tested my strong stomach flashed through my mind: my first post-mortem, which turned out to be on a lady I knew well; removing that skeletonised body from the woods, so decomposed he first broke in half and then his head fell off; processing casualties after the Ascot races lightning strikes; the snot-streaked face of the abusive father finally brought to justice – to name but a few.

“I’m not sure about that, sir,” I replied. “I think all us police officers are trained to deal with some pretty dreadful things, and you can never guarantee how you’re going to feel when you come across a nasty incident. I will say that I find forensics absolutely fascinating, so I’d always put my hand up to attend a post-mortem.”

Wilkins scribbled some notes, chuckling. “I know plenty of teams who’d be grateful to have you, Miss Crockford. Believe me, there are even senior officers who would do anything to avoid attending a PM…” He gave Heath, who avoided his gaze, a significant stare “…but others who love ’em. I’d put you in that latter category.”

“Love may be pushing it, sir, but I find it so interesting that I forget about the smells and the fluids and the strange contortions and the wounds as the pathologist gets stuck in.”

“Quite, Miss Crockford.” Heath wrinkled his nose. “Now answer me one last thing. Why do you want to become a detective?”

Why indeed? I hadn’t sought to become a detective, detective work had sought me, with our superintendent suggesting it might be a good thing for me to do. I hadn’t really prepared an answer to this question, so I just spoke from the heart.

“I suppose I just want to get to the truth of crimes and misdemeanours, and bring the criminals to justice. Uniform do this as well, I appreciate that, but detectives can go deeper, into more complex investigations. And I also think it’s important to put the victim at the centre of any investigation, to remember you’re doing it for them. I’ve found so many victims are inspiring, and I believe getting justice served for them would motivate me to do my best as a detective.”

Phew – did I really say all that?

There was a short silence as Heath and Wilkins blinked at me.

“Any particular victims that have inspired these detective ambitions?” asked Heath.

I wasn’t ready for this question, but in a split second, and somewhat unwillingly, I was transported back to 1953 and a condemned slum house in Wokingham’s Rose Street.

“Yes, sir,” I replied. “Miss Robertshaw and I had been called, with a doctor and an NSPCC inspector, to a shocking case of child cruelty. A father – Saul Felton his name was – had systematically beaten, punched and bitten his young sons, Carl and Dennis, black and blue.”

Heath and Wilkins exchanged glances as I continued.

“Felton had been put on probation for three years for that, then breached it by beating up his wife Dorothy, although she had asked the Bench to withdraw those charges against her husband, ‘for the sake of the children’. I don’t feel that justice was done in the Felton case – he really just got a slap on the wrist for the terrible abuse he meted out to his family, and I think he should have received a custodial sentence. The only saving grace for those children is that soon after, Saul Felton left Dorothy, and Wokingham, for another woman. Although I fear for her, I really do.”

I took a deep breath. I hadn’t had to think about the Felton case for a long time, and it still had the power to stir horror and anger in me whenever I did. In my line of work, the sight of every single bruised, terrified child you meet is seared into your memory, and has a habit of popping up to trouble you from time to time.

“We don’t always agree with the magistrates’ decisions, do we, DCI Heath?” said Wilkins.

Heath rolled his eyes. “Too many do-gooders these days being soft on crime and soft on the causes of crime for my liking,” he replied, “although Saul Felton is one of our more, shall we say, well-known characters…”

“Do you know where he ended up?” I asked.

“Some council estate in Maidenhead,” replied Heath, “but he’s kept his nose clean so far. I haven’t heard any-thing untoward about him since he’s been there.”

And long may that continue.

Unfortunately for his new family, as I was to find out, it didn’t.

My interview with Wilkins and Heath ended with smiles and handshakes all round. A week later, I’d received a letter saying that I had passed selection board and I was to be on the next training course at Hendon Detective Training School.

 

In the police club bar after the shooting competition, I replied to Dick Baker, “Yes, sir,” before taking a drag on my cigarette. “I’m off for 10 weeks residential at Hendon quite soon.”

“I wonder if they’re still using Mary?” mused Dick.

“Mary, sir?”

He chuckled. “You’ll find out soon enough, Miss Crockford.”

I couldn’t even begin to imagine who or what “Mary” was, but I was intrigued to meet her.

On the bus back to the police station, Pattie cuddling our trophy, I noticed something glint on her left hand. Two small diamonds and a sapphire adorned her third finger. I hadn’t noticed them before, but then I had been wrapped up in the shooting competition. I knew that she’d met a Metropolitan Police officer at her uncle and aunt’s pre-Christmas party in Kensington, but I had no idea it had got this serious, this soon.

Pattie saw me looking at her ring, and blushed. “George asked me to marry him on Friday night,” she whispered. “We got the ring in Bracher & Sydenham’s jewellers in Reading on Saturday.”

“Oh congratulations, Pats!” I whispered back. “You don’t hang about!”

Hanging about wasn’t something that came naturally to Pattie. Still carrying that wartime “live for the moment” attitude that had led so many people to have flings, affairs, trysts and shotgun weddings, she loved being in a relationship. She’d had a few – some riskier than others – during her WPC years with me.

Nowadays, few people would bat an eyelid at a sexually confident single woman serial-dating different men, but Pattie found out the hard way that some men brag about their exploits, and it was all too easy for a WPC to get a reputation that could besmirch her good name. In the uptight 1950s, a reputation as a “station bike” (a repellent expression meaning “because anyone can ride her”) could supersede all the great attributes a woman officer had, and stymie her chances of getting on in the police. Pattie had blotted her copybook more than once.

“And we’ve set the wedding for eight weeks’ time,” whispered Pattie, her eyes twinkling. “It’s only going to be a small family do after the registry office in Hackney near where George is stationed.”

“You’re definitely leaving the police, then?”

“Yes, I’ve given in my notice to the superintendent,” she replied.

“I guess that means you’re going to be moving to London permanently?”

 

My mind flipped back to a conference for women police we’d been on where some chief constable type posed the question, “What is the most serious occupational hazard in the ranks of the women police?”

Several hands shot up.

“Being beaten up while making an arrest?” suggested one WPC.

“No,” said the chief constable type.

“Being sexually assaulted on solo patrol?” asked another.

“No.”

“Being run over while directing traffic?” asked yet another.

“Nope. I’m going to have to tell you, aren’t I?” He grinned. “It’s marriage. Marriage is the most serious occupational hazard for women police.”

We looked at each other, trying not to snigger, while some senior women officers from Reading Borough seated behind him on the stage rolled their eyes.

The chief constable type continued, “The risk is never more acute than during the 13-week training period, when fit, healthy, fresh-faced young women are thrown together with fit, healthy, fresh-faced young men at training schools up and down the country, and some, inevitably, forge relationships.”

I’d looked at Pattie and she’d blushed beetroot red. She had consummated her feelings for Jim, another PC, during training school, and dated him for a long time after, but he had never proposed marriage.

“But it is you women who generally don’t continue with your career when this happens,” the chief constable carried on. “Marriage is no longer a bar to the police service. Indeed, we have two married policewomen who have found it possible to continue their duties, er, satisfactorily.”

“Well, if that’s their major concern about us over and above being assaulted, raped or run over, God help us all,” a sergeant from the Oxfordshire constabulary behind us had mumbled.

 

On the bus, Pattie looked at me, then out of the window. “Yes, I’m leaving, Gwen. I’ve probably gone as far as I can in this force. I’ve seen and done enough to understand the job and that will come in really handy when I support George in his job. I think the Met’s a lot harder than our cosy little Berkshire Constabulary, so he’ll be tireder and more stressed, and I can just do my bit to make it easier for him when he comes home.”

I was sorry that Pattie would be leaving. My endearingly clumsy, warm friend I’d known for the last four years, who exasperated me one minute then touched my heart with her sensitivity the next, wouldn’t be there to leave her mess in the women’s office any more. Thinking about it, I probably wouldn’t miss that.

“You’ll come up to London and visit us though, won’t you?” asked Pattie. “Who knows, I might even get myself a little part-time job as a store detective in one of those posh department stores. I’d know when all the good stuff comes in, and the sales and all that, and we could go on shopping sprees together. After all, once you’re a detective you’re going to need some smart plain clothes. Are you excited?”

I was certainly excited, and more than a little app-rehensive about the detective training. I’d heard the criminal law we had to learn was 10 times harder than the police law we had to learn by rote at training school, and there was advanced self defence and practical sessions. I just hoped I could keep up with the men and not let the women’s side down.



CHAPTER 2

Death of a (newspaper) salesman

Windsor with Kinch

Summer 1959

“Smelly Eddie’s dead!”

DS Stanley Kinch’s deadpan Brummie tones interrupted my concentration on the cheque fraud report I was reading, bringing me back into the reality of the CID office. I’d heard the phone ring, but Kinch’s characteristic silence as he listened to the call went on for so long that I had returned to my paperwork. If there was anything important, he would tell me. If there wasn’t, he wouldn’t.

Turns out, the call was important.

“Smelly Eddie?” I replied. “The grubby old news-paper seller who peddles his papers around town in that battered old pram?”

“The very same.” Kinch rose from his desk, drew himself up to his full six feet and reached for his jacket.

“He’s dead? How? Where?”

“Yep. That was the woodentops1 on the blower. A bloke walking his dog in the meadows by the railway arches found him. Usual scenario – dog ran off, owner followed it, found it under the arch growling at Eddie’s body just lying there. He checked for a pulse, but it seems that Eddie was well and truly deceased, so he ran and found the nearest copper. Get your coat, Hepzibah2, we’ve got a death to investigate.”

It was midsummer, but I knew from experience to take a cardigan and my mackintosh; serious crime scenes always feel cold, whatever the weather.

“And can you grab the bag too? We’re going to need it. Hurry up, I’ll meet you downstairs.”

I stood on tiptoe to reach for our “murder bag”, which was kept on top of our tall filing shelf. The murder bag – which was actually a wooden briefcase – was an important piece of our investigation kit. It contained rulers and measuring tape, thermometers, probes, lancets, pliers, rubber gloves and aprons, test tubes, glass boxes, labels, polythene bags, disinfectant… everything you needed to investigate a murder scene, really. I didn’t have time to check the contents and just had to hope that those officers who would periodically raid the murder bag for scissors to cut their toenails, or tweezers to pull splinters out of their fingers, had bothered to put them back. There were some finger marks in the layer of dust on the top of the bag, which made me wonder who’d been rummaging recently.

I headed out after Kinch.

We drove in our black unmarked CID Austin to the outskirts of Windsor, where the line of Victorian brick railway arches stretched from the station across the meadows towards Eton. It seemed to go on forever, like some vast brown caterpillar marching away from the town. As we tramped across the dewy grass in the morning sunshine, noting the weather conditions like the observant detectives we were, we could see a uniform bobby guarding the scene. A ruddy-faced man with a border terrier on a lead stood nearby.

“DS Kinch and WDC Crockford, Windsor CID,” said Kinch to the man and our uniform colleague.

“PC Adrian Weir, sir.”

“Robert Leigh-Temperley, officers,” said the man, shaking our hands.

“I understand, gentlemen, we’ve got a body in there?” said Kinch.

“Yes, sir,” said the PC. “This gentleman found him. It’s always been well known to us that Eddie’s got a little hideaway out this way where he can shelter from bad weather and store his papers in the dry. We just left him to it. He wasn’t doing anyone any harm.”

Kinch turned to Robert Leigh-Temperley. “What time did you discover him?”

“About eight-thirty, officer. I’d lost Sparky here in the meadows around eight. I eventually heard him barking and followed him over. He was growling and snarling at something and I thought he might be worrying a rat, but when I got here, I saw it was a little man, lying face down...” Robert’s voice caught in his throat. “He… he looked strangely flat, and when I touched his neck to feel for a pulse, he felt stone cold, and that’s when I realised he was dead, and I ran to find a policeman. He must have been murdered, mustn’t he?”

“We can’t draw any conclusions at this stage, sir,” said Kinch. “We’d better take a look. WDC Crockford, shall we?” Kinch waved me through as nonchalantly as letting a lady go through a door first.

Leaving PC Weir and Mr Leigh-Temperley outside, we stepped carefully into the gloom of Eddie’s hideaway, hands firmly in our overcoat pockets as we conducted the first visual crime scene sweep. Windsor’s railway arches were open to the breeze on both sides, and always smelt chalky and fungal, and today this was combined with the sour, greasy, urinary odour of someone unwashed.

Eddie seemed to have built himself a little fortress inside, with what looked like old wooden laths, wood-wormy timbers and ancient tarpaulin, probably scavenged over the years from derelict buildings. It looked neat and felt oddly homely: a moth-eaten tapestry button-back armchair stood next to a tatty square little chest of drawers with a paraffin lamp on top, and a stained, threadbare oriental rug covered the whole of the floor area. Some bundles of newspapers tied with string sat in a corner, next to his old pram, and on top of them some loose Health and Strength bodybuilding magazines, their covers featuring muscly men flexing in the great outdoors.

Kinch saw me looking at them. “Clearly he had delusions of giving himself the body beautiful, the daft old sod,” he said.

And in the middle of the rug, face down, lay the flat, diminutive body of Eddie, dressed in a grubby shirt and stained tweed trousers, his head pressed against the chest of drawers. Some dark blood had dripped onto the carpet from a cut under his eyebrow.

Kinch kicked him – unnecessarily hard, I felt – with the toe of his boot, then went through the motions of feeling for a pulse in the wrist above Eddie’s nicotine-stained fingers, and his neck.

“I’m not expecting to find one,” he said. “Looks like rigor mortis has set into his arms and hands.”

“So that means he’s probably been dead for at least 10 hours?” I asked, remembering Dr Keith Simpson’s lecture at training school.

“Looks like it,” said Kinch. “And I don’t think we’re going to have much joy extracting fibres, hairs or skin from under his fingernails. Look how bitten down to the quick they are – nothing would get under those.”

We won’t need the tweezers and test tubes quite yet, then.

I knelt down to take a closer look at Eddie’s face, and spotted a cluster of what looked like tiny grains of rice in the corner of his eye. I flinched as an angry bluebottle buzzed out of nowhere into my face.

“The blowflies have started laying eggs on him already, Stan,” I said.

“The sooner we can get him out of here, the better,” said Kinch. “Then we can properly search this place.”

He went outside to PC Weir.

“Officer, could you get a message to the superintendent and update him, and we’ll need a doctor and a photographer down here as soon as possible?”

Shortly after, a small professional hubbub turned up: our police surgeon Dr Welby, a photographer and our guv’nor – portly Detective Inspector Cockerill of Windsor and Maidenhead. A familiar figure waved at me. The photographer was none other than PC Bennett, who had been our clues officer for Wokingham and now worked with the photographic department at Sulhamstead County HQ. He’d graduated to his own vehicle now, no longer having to wobble to crime scenes on his bicycle with a wooden forensics box strapped on the front. He set up a plate camera with a bellows lens on a tripod.

“That’s a very modern camera, PC Bennett,” I commented.

“All state-of-the-art at HQ now,” he said. “We’ve got technical cameras, enlargers, infrared and ultraviolet ray lamps... You name it, we’ve got it. Forensics is coming on in leaps and bounds.”

Kinch opened the murder bag and took out some chalk. Once Bennett had taken his photographs from various angles, he made some marks around Eddie’s body.

“Just so we can orientate ourselves once the body has been removed.”

I took out the fingerprint kit, dusted the chest of drawers, the lamp and the pram handle for prints, and Bennett photographed those too. Then we stepped outside again to let the surgeon assess Eddie’s body.

DI Cockerill pulled us to one side. “What do you think, chaps?”

“Hard to say at this stage, guv,” replied Kinch. “No obvious signs of foul play, and we can’t rule out suicide or natural causes until we’ve been able to PM him, obviously.”

“Well, I think it’s a case that you two are more than capable of handling between you,” said Cockerill. “I’ll go ahead and receive the body at the morgue, and we’ll take things from there.”

Dr Welby came over, peeling off his rubber gloves. “Well and truly deceased, I’m afraid, not that this will come as any surprise. Poor old boy. By his body temper-ature I would estimate that he died around 11 o’clock last night. I’m not satisfied yet that the cause of death is a natural one, so I’m not going to issue a certificate. You’ll need to refer this one to the coroner, officer.”

While we waited for the undertakers to arrive, I took a statement from Robert Leigh-Temperley, who’d been good enough to stick around as we went through our procedures. He was signing the bottom of it as the private ambulance approached, bumping across the meadow.

“I’ll let you go now, Mr Leigh-Temperley,” I said. “Thank you for your help. If we need you again, would you be willing to pop into the police station?”

“Absolutely. Glad I could be of some help, and you catch the blighters who did this.”

“Blighters?”

“Those Teddy boy3 hooligans who are hell-bent on causing disruption and destruction all over the place. You police need to crack down on them much harder than you do. Bloody ridiculous that national service is being wound down now. Spell in the army, like I had, would do all these yobboes the world of good,” he spluttered.

“You didn’t see anyone out here while you were walking Sparky that would give you that idea, did you?” I asked.

“Well, no. But surely it’s only a matter of time before those reprobates kill someone.”

The private ambulance drew up beside us. Two smartly dressed undertakers got out and unloaded polythene sheeting and a coffin shell.

“What state’s the body in?” the older man asked.

“Doc thinks he died last night before midnight,” said Kinch. “Minimal blood and gore, but rigor mortis has set in.”

The younger undertaker cast a worried glance at his colleague. We watched the undertakers prepare to remove Eddie, Kinch nodding with approval at their professionalism.

“Aww, he’s only a little bloke and he’s passed away in a fairly straight position,” murmured the older man reassuringly to his whey-faced assistant.

I knew exactly what he was referring to: sometimes people died in the strangest of positions before their bodies went into rigor mortis. It was then necessary to “break” the stiff limbs to extract or remove the cadaver, a process that produces slightly nauseating crunching sounds.

The undertakers lifted Eddie’s rigid body, keeping him in exactly the same position as he was on the rug, and placed him gently face down in the coffin shell. He fitted perfectly. They then trundled him off to the mortuary.

Kinch and I took the torches out of the murder bag. Mine switched on and illuminated the scene immediately; his made a dead click.

“Bloody hell,” he swore and unscrewed the bottom of the torch. “Look! Nothing there! Some bugger’s pinched the batteries out of this one… again.”

My torch was adequate, and I shone it around Eddie’s den. Apart from the blood spots and a damp patch of moisture, presumably urine, on the rug, the place seemed in order. But we did look in dismay at the piles of shattered laths and timbers making up the “walls”.

“Will we have to remove all these for examination, Stan?” I asked.

“Not necessarily. We’ll examine everything in situ, preserve the scene, and see what the PM reveals. We might not need to toothcomb all this.”

I must have let my face look relieved.

Kinch grinned. “But then again, we might have to.”

Blood and urine swabbed, the crime scene measured, sketched and examined carefully, and a small bundle of papers, a snuff box and a tobacco pouch removed from the chest of drawers, we were ready to return to the CID office, leaving PC Weir’s relief to supervise the boarding up of Eddie’s den.

 

Back in the CID office several hours later, we opened a file for Eddie, and held our first case conference with DI Cockerill and PC Weir.

“So, what do we know about the deceased?” asked Cockerill.

PC Weir put his hand up like a small boy answering an arithmetic question.

“PC Weir, you kick us off.”

“Well, sir. Smelly Eddie – I mean, Eddie – has been a fixture in the town for as long as I’ve been a beat officer. He, shall we say, didn’t pay a great deal of attention to his appearance or personal hygiene, and we sometimes got complaints from members of the public that there was a tramp wandering about. He’s not one of the official paper sellers, but he does, I believe, have a valid pedlar’s certificate for hawking his newspapers and magazines.”

As Weir had been talking, I’d been rummaging through the papers we had removed.

“This is it,” I said, holding up a stained, creased piece of paper.


BERKSHIRE CONSTABULARY

PEDLAR’S CERTIFICATE No. 720

 

In pursuance of the Pedlars Act 1871 and 1881, I certify that

Edward Rooke of Sheet Street Windsor in the Royal County of Berkshire, is hereby authorised to act as a Pedlar for One Year from the date of this Certificate.

Description of Pedlar –

Age: 64 Years  Height: 5ft 4in.

Complexion: Swarthy  Eyes: Brown

Hair: Grey  Figure: Slight

Marks: British bulldog tattooed on right arm

Certified this 1st day of January 1959

 

Signed: The Chief Constable of Berkshire

 

This Certificate will expire on the

31st day of December 1959



“I never knew his surname,” said Weir.

“And he has a fixed abode – Sheet Street, Windsor,” said Kinch.

“Has he had any brushes with the law before, do we know?” asked Cockerill.

“None of his own making,” continued Weir. “A few months back, I remember, PC Collins reported he’d had to intervene when a local Teddy boy gang had been teasing Eddie, taunting him and throwing his papers around. He’d given as good as he got, apparently, for a little bloke, although the yobboes ran off when they saw Collins. Eddie wasn’t hurt, and once he’d picked up his papers, he just carried on shuffling along with his pram.”

“Teddy boys, eh?” said Kinch, scratching his chin. “Weren’t they kicking off over the weekend?”

“Yes, sir, there were some pockets of violence with rival Teddy boy gangs from Cookham, Maidenhead and Windsor fighting in the streets and breaking a few shop windows,” said Weir. “And they’re not just using their fists any more; one lad got his face slashed with a bicycle chain. And in a nasty new development, some of the Teds have taken to lining the undersides of their velvet coat lapels with fishing hooks. So any rival gang member grabbing another Ted by the lapels finds their fingers impaled on the barbs, unable to move without ripping their skin to shreds, rendering themselves sufficiently stuck and incapacitated to get an up-close thumping.”

It took us a couple of moments to appreciate the unpleasantness of this.

“Less Peaky Blinders4, more Hooky Lapels, then,” said Kinch.

“It’s all become a far cry from my encounters with the early days of the Teddy boys,” I added, “where the worst thing they did was disrupt meetings of the Wokingham Women’s Institute by messing about outside the village hall.”

“Make no mistake, Miss Crockford, these gangs crossed the line into criminality long ago,” said Cockerill.

“Eddie had that cut over his eye,” said Kinch. “We didn’t see much evidence of bloodstains inside the den, did we?”

“Apart from that one stain on the rug under his eye, no,” I said.

“Could it be possible that a gang went out as far as those railway arches and attacked Eddie?” suggested Kinch. “Maybe robbed him? We didn’t recover a wallet, purse or watch from the scene, did we?”

“That’s assuming Eddie even had a wallet, purse or watch,” I replied, “but he must have had some money on him from his newspaper sales. We didn’t find any.”

“I’m not liking the sound of this,” said Cockerill. “As-yet-unexplained head injury, lack of valuables…”

“But no signs of a struggle, sir, and his place didn’t look as if it had been ransacked.”

“Something still doesn’t feel right,” said Cockerill, rising from his chair and heading for the door. “I’m going to get on to Scotland Yard and ask if they can send down a Home Office pathologist5 to do the post-mortem on Eddie… Mr Rooke. I don’t think we can rule out foul play.”

Kinch flicked a cigarette out of the packet and into his mouth, then proffered me one. I’d been gasping for a ciggie all through the meeting, and took a deep draw as he lit it for me with his silver Zippo lighter.

Kinch had a worried look on his face and his shoulders twitched. “You’ll be OK attending Eddie’s PM for us, won’t you, Hepzibah? I think I’ve got an appointment coming up that I can’t miss…”

You don’t even know when the PM’s happening, Stan. But I do know how squeamish you are…

“Absolutely! Favourite part of my job,” I replied. And it was true. I couldn’t think of anything I found more fascinating than investigating a human cadaver to determine cause of death. If I hadn’t joined the police, I’d have loved to have been a pathologist, but you needed a medical degree to even think about that.

“Do you reckon these Teddy gangs are capable of crossing the line from street fighting to murder?” Kinch asked, blowing the smoke sideways.

“I really hope not,” I said. “I guess we’ll just have to see what the Home Office pathologist – whoever they send – says after the post-mortem.”


1 CID slang for uniform officers.

2 You’ll find out why he calls me this later.

3 A youth subculture of the 1950s that embraced Edwardian fashion, Brylcreemed quiffs and US rock and roll music.

4 The Peaky Blinders were a turn-of-the-century Birmingham gang who, legend had it then, stitched razor blades into their peaked caps as illicit weapons.

5 In England and Wales, the Home Office maintains a restricted list of forensic pathologists, with specific qualifications and approved training, to perform autopsies in cases that might result in criminal proceedings, e.g. murders.





CHAPTER 3

Hendon detective training school

January 1956

Hendon, London

It was 5 a.m. and still pitch black when I tiptoed out of Mrs Cunningham’s boarding house where I lodged with my friend Suzette McDaniel, an NHS nurse from Barbados. I clicked the door shut and hauled my suitcase, overnight holdall and handbag to the front gate to wait for Henry.

Murdoch Road was silent, the streetlights haloed with fog, as I looked up and down for his car. I shivered despite my woollen overcoat as I stood for a while, deep-breathing in the damp midwinter air to calm my racing heartbeat, when I spotted headlights in the distance. I checked my watch; 10 minutes late.

I had admired PC Henry Falconer from my very first day as a Wokingham WPC back in 1952. A tall, decorated war veteran, we’d been friends and colleagues at the station; we’d grown closer as he recovered from a serious car accident, and worked together on the day of the Ascot Races lightning strike. He’d bared his soul to me one night about a tragic wartime episode that haunted him to this day, and we’d been dating since Christmas.

Henry’s Hillman Minx drew up outside Mrs Cunningham’s gate. He got out, gave me a hug and loaded my luggage into the boot.

“I’m going to miss you for the next 10 weeks,” he said, squinting through the misted-up windscreen at Wokingham’s deserted town centre as we drove through it en route to the train station.

“I’m going to miss you too,” I replied, “and I’m a bit nervous about what to expect at Hendon…”

“You’ll be just fine.” Henry chuckled. “Just don’t go falling for some dashing Sherlock Holmes type and forget about me, that’s all.”

He swung the car into the forecourt of Wokingham station and cut the engine, glancing up and down the road.

“Higgsy’s on this beat tonight, but I can’t see him, so…”

Henry gave me a lingering kiss goodbye. He glanced up and down the road again, and jumped out to offload my luggage. I waved from the station door as he spun the wheels in his haste to get away before the beat officer came along and noted his registration plate as a “car driving during the hours of darkness”. Relationships between police officers, while not forbidden, were frowned upon, and we’d kept our courtship very discreet; only my closest friends knew Henry and I were stepping out together, and we kept a professional distance at work.

The early Waterloo train drew into the station. A kindly builder on the platform lifted my heavy suitcase into the train, and I headed towards Hendon. My detective adventure was about to begin.

The Metropolitan Police Training School was situated just across the road from Hendon Airfield. As I walked through the brick-pillared gateway towards an imposing three-storey red-brick Victorian building, I gasped at the sheer scale of the place: vast playing fields, sports courts, lecture theatres, a parade ground, forensic laboratories, a driving school, skid pan…

University must feel like this – a haven of learning, activity, healthy mind, healthy body – that sort of thing. I couldn’t wait to step through the porticoed entrance of the college to start my studies.

“CID training, miss?” A man in a mackintosh with a clipboard in his hand beckoned to me. “Round this way!”

“Hello, yes,” I replied. “WPC Gwendoline Crockford?”

He consulted his clipboard. “Ah, yes. Follow me.”

I trundled my luggage after the man, and as we approached the grand entrance, my heart swelling with pride, he turned a sharp right down the side of the building. I found myself in a tarmacked alley, lined with asbestos-roofed, single-storey prefabricated huts, some dustbins and, bizarrely, a London bus and coach request stop. At the end was a small, squat brick building with a white sign: “DETECTIVE TRAINING SCHOOL OFFICE”.

“Go inside and register, Miss Crockford, then you’ll be shown to your room.”

I queued with three serious-looking men, also in mack-intoshes, to fill in some paperwork. Then our greeter led us through the grand entrance into the Victorian building, part of which was a residential block for detective trainees. We trailed through dingy corridors and up some backstairs to a series of rooms along a wide landing.

“And here’s your room,” the greeter said to the group of three.

“It’s nice and big. Charlie, where’s yours?” joked one.

“Yeah, where is ours?” asked the other two.

“It’s three to a room here, gentlemen,” said the greeter.

“You’re kidding us? No way are we bunking up together! Not with his bleedin’ snoring!”

My own stomach lurched. Sharing a room with a stranger hadn’t crossed my mind. Even at Mill Meece Police Training School, where I did my initial 13 weeks basic in 1952, all us girls had our own study bedrooms.

Leaving the three men muttering, I followed the greeter to the end of the corridor.

“This is your room, miss,” he said, opening the door to a tiny room with an even tinier window and a narrow bed, wardrobe and desk.

“Afraid you’ll be sharing the bathroom with this lot,” he jerked his thumb towards the triple rooms behind, “but at least you’ve got your own space here.”

I didn’t mind. I was brought up in a family of six sharing a tin bath and an outside lavatory, and we’d had shared bathrooms at Mill Meece. I was just excited to meet the other trainee detectives.

Once I’d unpacked my clothes into the small wardrobe and arranged my reference texts – Moriarty’s Police Law, Moriarty’s Questions and Answers, Stone’s Justices’ Manual and The Essentials of Magisterial Law – on the desk, I was ready to go downstairs. Looking in the mirror, I reapplied my lipstick, tugged down my suit jacket, took a deep breath and stepped out onto the landing.

You’ve got this, Gwennie.

The three detectives I’d met earlier were coming out of their room.

“Can I follow you down?” I asked.

“Of course, love,” said one. “I’m Charlie Haynes from Hertfordshire, and these two reprobates here are Dick Jarvis and Hedley Haddon from Kent.”

“Gwen Crockford from Berkshire. How do you do.” We shook hands.

“You’re a brave lady,” said Hedley, “having to put up with all us blokes. But I guess you got used to that as a WPC? I think you’ll find we’re a bit more civilised in CID.”

We assembled in a lecture hall, and I cast my eye around the room filled with men wearing smart suits with ties and waistcoats. Then I noticed some permed dark hair. Another woman was there, deep in easy conversation with some men she seemed familiar with and comfortable around, laughing uproariously and punching their arms. She clocked me looking over at her. I smiled and nodded. She smiled and nodded back, then continued chatting.

There were 28 of us in my class: nine from the Metropolitan Police, two from the City of London and 17 from the southern provincial forces, stretching from Hertfordshire in the north, to Brighton and East Sussex in the south, and Kent and Southend in the east. Twenty-six men and two women.

After a dizzying day of course outlines, introductory lectures in the schoolroom-like hut, and a tour of the Hendon site, it was time for dinner in the cavernous Victorian refectory. Charlie, Dick and Hedley seemed quite convivial company, so I sat with them, opposite some trainees from the Met that included the only other woman, whose name was Irene.

“So you lot are from the county forces, eh?” said one. “Isn’t it all catching apple scrumpers over in Kent and chasing runaway cows in Berkshire?”

“Oo arr oo arrr, that be rural crime, that be,” joked another.

Irene cackled, and I sensed Charlie take a sharp intake of breath.

“Well, I’ve never chased a cow, but I did once chase a zebra,” I said. “I’ve removed a skeletonised body from woodlands, dealt with the aftermath of the Ascot Races lightning strikes, chased a child sex offender over a weir before he was apprehended, and helped search for Straffen6 when he escaped from Broadmoor…”

I paused. Six pairs of eyes were staring at me, and six mouths hung open.

“Straffen? And the Ascot lightning? You were involved with those?”

“Urgh! What was it like handling a decomposed body?”

“Where on earth did a zebra come from?”

The questions came thick and fast, and very soon The Met versus provinces preconceptions broke down as we shared our respective local experiences of policing. The Kent boys dealt with ports and smuggling, Hertfordshire had more than their fair share of London criminals on the run, and Irene was highly experienced with runaways and East End prostitutes, or “Toms” as she called them. She even knew Lottie, my friend from training school who was now a woman police sergeant in a big London station.

There was a lot to fill up 10 weeks of training. Our required knowledge of criminal law went deeper than anything I’d needed in uniform, and I regularly gave myself headaches studying beyond midnight in my little room. Lectures also delved deeper into their subjects than uniform training, and CID was a lot more grown up than uniform.

Sex Crime Week at Mill Meece had been uncom-fortable, as our immature, sniggering male trainee PCs had seemed more interested in us WPCs’ reactions to the subject matter than the matter itself, whereas I sensed nearly everyone at Hendon had had some sort of dealings with such crimes. The lecture on incest drew some gasps and head shakings of disbelief, yet this was familiar territory for me, having brought an incestuous father to justice in 1954.

Being homosexual in 1956 was still illegal, and our spluttering, red-faced lecturer didn’t even try to hide his prejudice. “What you need to remember is that the homosexual practices of buggery and gross indecency – despite what Mr Wolfenden7 and his cronies would try to have us believe – are still indictable misdemeanours under the Criminal Law Amendment Act 1885, Section 11. Whether behind closed doors, in dubious pubs and clubs, in the bushes or around public lavatories, we must continue to crack down on this perversion!”

As he ranted on, I gazed out of the window and my mind drifted back to an incident in my childhood, when I was 12. I had been to Wokingham Library and borrowed a book of Oscar Wilde’s short stories, which I devoured in a single afternoon, hiding in the bedroom. I had read the final paragraphs of The Happy Prince in floods of tears.

“What a strange thing!” said the overseer of the work-men at the foundry. “This broken lead heart will not melt in the furnace. We must throw it away.” So they threw it on a dust-heap where the dead swallow was also lying.

“Bring me the two most precious things in the city,” said God to one of His Angels; and the Angel brought Him the leaden heart and the dead bird.

The moving story of the friendship between a little swallow who would never fly south for the winter and the fading statue of a young prince touched me like few other stories ever had, and I found myself ugly-crying at the ending, when my mother came into the bedroom to strip our beds.

“There you are, Gwendoline!” she snarled. “Wasting your time reading again? And what are you snivelling about?” She snatched the book out of my hand and screwed her face up in disgust. “No wonder – it’s by that disgusting man!”

“But it’s Oscar Wilde, Mum! Why is he disgusting?”

She had already stomped off downstairs with my book, intending to return it to the library that afternoon. I lay on my bed, still weeping from the impact of
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