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            ‘THE FATAL TUESDAY’

          

        

      

    

    
      Tuesday 18 April 1876 did not start well for Charles Bravo, and, during the course of the day, it went from bad to worse. The thirty-year-old barrister woke up in his bedroom at the Priory, Balham in an irritable mood. As his wife, Florence, had not yet surfaced, he went down to the dining room for breakfast alone, only to find her live-in companion, Jane Cox, finishing her morning meal. She was planning to take the train at 9 am to Worthing to look for a house for the three of them to rent for a few weeks.

      Charles marched into the room and tossed a letter on the table. His mother had written advising them not to travel to the coast, because it would be too expensive and Florence would be better at home, as she was recovering from a recent illness. In a brief but terse conversation, Cox insisted on carrying out her planned trip. She warned Charles not to tell his wife about the letter from her mother-in-law as it would ‘only cause unpleasantness’.

      After Cox had left to catch her train, Charles paced the hall as he waited for Florence to come down. They were to travel together to the bank, where he intended to cash a cheque for £500 – money Florence had given him from her half-yearly dividends so that he need not ask her for it directly. As soon as she was ready, they left in the landau for the City.

      The spring day was unseasonably cold, and the grey clouds threatened sleet. As they set off, Florence complained of feeling faint. Charles told her she should take the trip to Worthing with Cox on her own – the sea air would do her good. She replied that she would not be happy going to the coast without him.

      As they passed Dr James Manby Gully’s house, Florence averted her gaze as she always did. Charles asked, ‘Did you see anyone?’ ‘No,’ she answered, ‘I did not look.’ At that, Charles turned on her, pouring out his bitterness towards Gully and declaring that they should separate – he could never get over what the doctor had meant to her. Florence replied that he should have considered that before their marriage, four months earlier. Charles asked her to kiss him. She refused, turning her pale face away. ‘If you don’t,’ he said, ‘you will see what I will do when I get home.’ At that she relented and gave him a quick peck on the cheek.

      They had driven just over a mile when it began to snow. The carriage was open, and Charles shouted at the coachman, Parton, to turn back to Balham, which he did. But after they had gone a little further, the clouds broke, and Charles asked Parton if he thought the weather might improve. Parton thought it would, and they carried on to the bank as planned. The rest of the journey passed in silence.

      The Bravos stopped first at the bank, where Charles cashed the cheque. After pausing at J W Benson’s, a watchmaker’s shop in Bond Street, for Florence to pay a bill, Parton dropped Charles in Jermyn Street to attend the Savoy Turkish Baths. Florence then travelled on to a general store in Haymarket, where she bought some hair lotion and tobacco as a treat for her husband. Her errands complete, she returned to the Priory, arriving back at just after 2 pm.

      The Priory was Florence Bravo’s refuge. She had moved in almost two years earlier and settled there after a disastrous first marriage, followed by an extended period of restless displacement. Built in 1820, it was a mock-gothic house of fifteen rooms, with a crenelated roof, battlements and turrets. Overlooking Tooting Common, the house was set in ten acres of land, with landscaped gardens, tree-lined walks, shady hedges and rose beds that Florence had planted herself. There were also kitchen gardens, greenhouses with grapevines and pineapples, and heated pits for growing melons. Florence loved the garden and had populated it with birds, including geese, ducks and pigeons. She and her three dogs enjoyed playing on the lawns.

      

      When she arrived home on ‘the fatal Tuesday’, Florence took lunch alone in the dining room, as Jane Cox was still at the coast, and treated herself to a small glass of champagne to calm her nerves.

      Meanwhile, in the City, Charles lunched with Florence’s uncle, James Orr, at St James’s Hall, Piccadilly. As the two men left the establishment, they encountered Charles’s acquaintance, barrister Frederick Hayes McCalmont, who shared his chambers in Essex Court, Temple. Orr took his leave, and Charles and McCalmont sauntered back to Victoria station together, where Charles caught the 4.07 pm train back to Balham. He walked home to the Priory from the station, his spirits restored after a most enjoyable afternoon.

      When the butler, Frederick Henry Rowe, opened the door, Charles immediately asked where his wife was. Learning that she was in the morning room, he went straight in to join her. Kissing her affectionately, he told her he had had a ‘jolly lunch’ with her uncle. She showed him the gifts she had bought him earlier, which pleased him greatly.

      Saying he was going for a smoke, Charles then went out into the garden. He wandered over to the stables, where the groom, George Younger, informed him that Florence’s two cobs had not been exercised that day due to the snow, which had now stopped. Charles decided to take the liveliest one, named Cremorne, out for a ride first. He returned to the Priory to change into his riding habit and then set off on the horse.

      Over an hour later, Charles returned from his ride flustered and with his clothes in disarray. He told the coachman that the horse had bolted with him and galloped to Mitcham Common, some four miles away, and back without him being able to regain control. He looked pale, his limbs were shaking and his hat, which had been blown off, was covered in mud. Parton retorted that riding the boisterous cob without a bit had been dangerous. Charles agreed. Instead of taking the second horse, he ambled stiffly back to the house and joined his wife in the morning room, where he slumped in an armchair.

      Concerned for her husband, Florence offered him some brandy or wine, which he refused, so she suggested he take a warm bath before dinner. As Charles trudged upstairs, the butler said, ‘I hope he [the horse] didn’t throw you, sir.’ Charles sighed and said, ‘Oh no, he didn’t throw me.’ Rowe followed his master to his room and helped him take off his boots. After the bath, Charles instructed Rowe to tell the housemaid to keep the water: ‘Tell Mary Ann, that will do very well for the morning.’

      As Charles was dressing for dinner, Jane Cox returned from Worthing – just ten minutes before their customary dining time of 7.30 pm. She looked in on Florence and was surprised to find her friend dressed already, seemingly anxious to be ready for eating with her husband. Cox hastily removed her mantle and bonnet, washed her hands, and accompanied Florence down to the dining room where Charles was waiting for them.

      

      The Bravos’ cook, Ellen Hunt, had prepared a meal of whiting, roast leg of lamb, and poached eggs and bloater paste (mashed herrings) on toast. Rowe had brought up a large bottle of burgundy from the cellar and placed it on the sideboard in the dining room. He had also decanted two bottles of sherry as well as some marsala. The butler waited at table, assisted by footman Edward Valentine Smith.

      All three dined on the lamb and eggs, but only Florence and Cox ate the fish. Charles washed down his meal with three or four glasses of burgundy; the women had sherry.

      While they were eating, Charles opened a letter from his stepfather, Joseph Bravo. It had arrived in the morning post, and it contained another letter inside, from Charles’s stockbroker – Joseph had clearly opened the letter before he had sent it on, which enraged Charles. He would send his stepfather a ‘shirty’ letter back, he said, reminding him to keep out of his business.

      Charles’s temper had barely simmered down when Jane Cox showed him a photograph of Marine Parade in Worthing and pointed out the house she had rented for their visit. He snatched the photo and threw it down on the table in disgust, snarling, ‘I shall not be there.’ Cox looked at him over the top of her glasses and shook her head. ‘Oh!’ she exclaimed. Charles’s mood remained fractious during the rest of the meal, and he complained about the air in the Westminster courts and other minor annoyances. The threesome finished eating at about 8 pm, but stayed for a while in the dining room. Charles had a couple more glasses of wine before they all retired to the morning room.

      About forty-five minutes later, Charles advised his wife to go to bed, as she had been unwell. Florence stood up to leave. Cox rose too, offering to help her undress as the servants were at their own dinner. The two women left the room together and, when they reached the foot of the stairs, Florence asked her companion to fetch some marsala and water. Cox returned to the dining room and half-filled a tumbler from the decanter on the sideboard, topping it up with water. She took it up to Florence’s room.

      Shortly afterwards, the housemaid, Mary Ann Keeber, also went up to her mistress’s bedroom and rapped at the door. Florence bade her enter. The maid was surprised to see her ready for bed: ‘Oh, you are undressed, are you, ma’am?’ Florence replied, ‘Oh, yes; I thought you were at supper.’ Keeber placed a can of water in the washbasin and left another on the landing for Mrs Cox. Then Florence, handing her the empty tumbler, asked her to nip downstairs for some more marsala.

      As Keeber was leaving the dining room, she spotted Charles coming out of the morning room and, seeing as he was heading upstairs, she stepped aside to let him go first. As he passed, he turned his head to look at her twice but said nothing.

      Inside Florence’s dressing room, Charles admonished his wife in French (perhaps because Cox was within earshot) saying, ‘You have sent downstairs for more wine; you have drunk nearly a bottle today.’ Standing with her back to him and folding her face cloth, Florence did not reply.

      Once he had left, Florence crossed the landing to go into her bedroom. She met the housemaid and asked after the wine she had sent for. Keeber said she had put it in her bedroom and then carried on into the dressing room, where she spent five or six minutes tidying up her mistress’s clothes.

      Florence’s bedroom was warm (she was sleeping separately from her husband due to her illness), and her two Skye terriers, Meg and Mrs Dot, were stretched out in front of the fire. Florence climbed into bed and Jane Cox pulled up an armchair. She chatted to the younger woman while she drifted off to sleep. Keeber entered the room with a tray and left again, collecting the dogs, and closing the door quietly behind her.

      

      The housemaid had scarcely reached the foot of the stairs, with the dogs scampering at her heels, when she heard a noise. She turned round and caught a glimpse of Charles coming out of his room in his nightshirt. He shouted, ‘Florence! Florence! Hot water! Hot water!’ Spotting Keeber, he disappeared back inside. The housemaid dashed back upstairs and into Florence’s bedroom crying, ‘Mr Bravo is ill, will you come?’ Florence was asleep so Cox jumped up and ran into the bedroom next door where she found Charles standing by the window – his face had a greyish hue and there were beads of sweat on his forehead. He screamed again for hot water, then vomited out of the open window and slumped down onto the floor near the chest of drawers.

      Pandemonium broke out. Cox yelled for Keeber to fetch the hot water. When she returned with it, Cox was rubbing Charles’s chest. She sent the maid back downstairs for some mustard and then instructed her to mix it with some water in the washstand basin and to put his feet in it. ‘Keep his feet in it. Rub them as hard as you can,’ Cox ordered. Charles’s body went into spasms.

      Cox tried to rouse him but without success. She screamed at Keeber to mix some more mustard with water in a glass. The housemaid became so flustered that she was unable to carry out the instruction, so Cox did it herself. She held Charles’s head and poured the mixture into his mouth, but he only managed to swallow a little and dribbled most of it down the front of his nightshirt. Cox then sent Keeber for some strong coffee, but Charles could hardly swallow it either. He threw up again in the basin.

      In another desperate attempt to rid Charles of whatever was making him sick, Cox despatched Keeber to her own bedroom for some spirits of camphor, which she kept for inflammation. While she was waiting for it, Cox rushed downstairs and ordered the butler to send for Dr Harrison from Streatham.

      In the meantime, on the way to fetch the camphor, Keeber called into Florence’s bedroom. She shook her mistress, saying, ‘Will you get up? Mr Bravo’s ill.’ Sleepily, Florence asked what the matter was and the maid said, ‘I don’t know; he seems very ill.’ She helped the bewildered Florence put on her dressing gown. Keeber then ran into Cox’s room for the camphor.

      When Florence entered Charles’s room, she found her husband lying on the floor. His face was a greyish-green colour, and his nightshirt was stained with vomit. She asked if the doctor had been summoned and, when she heard that Cox had sent for Dr Harrison, she asked, ‘Why didn’t you send for Dr Moore? He lives nearer.’ At that, she ran downstairs, still in her dressing gown, and instructed Rowe to fetch Dr Moore from Balham. She then went back upstairs and, with the assistance of Cox and another housemaid, she managed to get Charles off the floor and into an armchair. They then changed his nightshirt and stoked the fire ready for the arrival of the doctors.

      

      Dr Joseph Moore was the first to arrive at the Priory, at about 10.30 pm. He went straight into Charles’s bedroom. As he entered, Florence cried, ‘My husband is taken very ill; but I don’t know what is the matter with him. He had taken dinner all right.’ The doctor felt Charles’s pulse and lifted his eyelids and then told the butler to lay him in his bed. The sick man’s breathing was shallow, and he drifted in and out of consciousness. His skin was cold to the touch and his pulse barely perceptible. In a state of great distress, Florence asked her husband frantically, ‘My dear Charlie, whatever is the matter with you?’ Receiving no reply, she turned to Moore and questioned him as to whether Charles was in a dangerous state. The doctor, suspecting that he had taken poison, replied that he was. Florence burst into tears.

      A noise downstairs signalled the arrival of Dr George Harrison. Cox rushed down to greet him at the front door. She told him what had happened, blurting out: ‘I’m sure he has taken chloroform.’ The doctor joined his colleague upstairs, where he carried out his own examination – he could not detect any trace of chloroform on Charles’s breath.

      The two men tried to give the patient some brandy and water which, as his jaws had now locked, had to be administered with an injection. Harrison told Cox that, in his opinion, Charles would not last another hour, and he recommended they send for another doctor to confirm his prognosis. Florence suggested fetching Hutchinson Royes Bell, a respected surgeon and a cousin of Charles whom he had known all his life, and in whose medical skills she had great confidence.

      The carriage was sent. While they waited, the local doctors searched the bedroom to see if they could find any clues as to what Charles had taken. On the mantelpiece, they found a blue fluted bottle marked ‘Laudanum – Poison’ and a clear bottle bearing the label ‘Chloroform – Poison’. They were both empty.
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            ‘I HAVE TAKEN POISON; DON’T TELL FLORENCE’

          

        

      

    

    
      As the clock ticked over to the next day, Florence and Cox kept an anxious vigil by Charles’s bed, with the two doctors sitting by his feet. A brooding silence hung over the darkened room, with only the sound of the fire crackling in the hearth to break the gloom. As well as sending for Royes Bell, Florence had also scribbled a message for Charles’s mother, Mary Bravo. She set down her pen. ‘I know if anything happens, I know they will never forgive me,’ she whispered into the quiet room. All they could do now was wait.

      At 2.30 am, the doctors purged Charles again and he vomited weakly into the basin, which was removed and cleaned. They called the butler, Frederick Rowe, to help change his sheets and, as they did this, the patient began to come round. At the same time, carriage wheels could be heard drawing up in the drive. Two more doctors had arrived.

      Hutchinson Royes Bell was assistant-surgeon at King’s College Hospital. He was immensely popular with his students and colleagues alike, showing a deep interest in the work of others. He was highly skilled, reliable and had a grave manner, mainly due to the anxiety caused by the heavy responsibility he felt about his surgical interventions. A similar age to Charles, the two men had known each other since childhood, as their mothers were sisters. He would have been greatly alarmed when he received the note warning him of his cousin’s illness and had come straight to the Priory, bringing his colleague, George Johnson, with him. Dr Johnson was professor of medicine, also at King’s College, and had been a surgeon for over four decades. He too knew Charles, as he was a member of the hospital committee. The local doctors must have felt some relief at their colleagues’ arrival, and they rushed down to update them.

      When Royes Bell and Dr Johnson entered Charles’s room, they found him unconscious. He was lying on his back and breathing quite deeply. His pulse was feeble, but the rhythm of his heart appeared to be normal. Johnson wrote later in a report for The Lancet: ‘The aspect of the patient was like that of one in the state of drowsiness following an epileptic fit.’ The doctors noticed that his vomit was tinged with blood.

      After Charles eventually woke, he recognised them both. He also inquired about the time and was surprised to learn how late it was. Before long, however, he began to thrash about and seemed to be in great pain. He was sick once more and complained of severe pain in his abdomen. Dr Johnson gave him a morphine suppository to ease his symptoms. Cox had left the room, but Florence remained by her husband’s side.

      At about 3 am, Charles’s condition seemed stable enough for the doctors to question him. Dr Johnson asked him what he had taken, to which Charles answered that he had rubbed
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