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INTRODUCTION

It was Saturday, 17 March 2007, St Patrick’s Day. Not that I was even aware of the saint’s day: the date had a much greater significance for me. It was the day that I attended an auction, the first I had ever been to. A day that started with great excitement and determination, and ended in desperate disappointment.

Why was this auction so important to me? To a casual observer, the catalogue produced by Lacy Scott & Knight, a firm of auctioneers, for the sale that day in Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk, was fairly standard: antiquarian books, ceramics, jewellery, clocks, paintings, plenty of Victorian and Edwardian mahogany furniture. At another time in my life, when I was dabbling in antique furniture, I would have enjoyed browsing through the lots.

But today there was only one item I was interested in, and it was definitely the star item of the day, with an entire page of the catalogue devoted to it. It was an old, silk shawl, damaged, with pieces missing. I’d been to see it the day before, and had been struck by how beautiful it was, much more so than I expected: the centre panel was plain silk, and at either end there were broad panels intensely patterned with flowers, Michaelmas daisies predominantly, in gold and red. On one side it was brown with patterned edges, and a wide border at each end of blue with the flower pattern, and on the other side a lighter brown with blue ends. Even to my untutored eye it was clearly very old.

But its significance was far more than its age. This is what the catalogue listing said:


Lot 235: A late 19th Century Brown Silk Screen Printed Shawl decorated with Michaelmas daisies, length 8ft (with some sections cut and torn).



Unlike the tables and pictures that filled the rest of the list, there was no estimated price given. It simply read: ‘Est: please refer to auctioneers.’

I had done just that. When I saw the shawl on the previous day, when auctions normally hold a viewing day for potential buyers, the auctioneer had told me the reserve price, and I had been surprised by how low it was: definitely within my budget.

On another page, with a large photograph of the shawl, the catalogue read:


Provenance: According to the vendors’ family history this shawl is purported to have been removed from Jack the Ripper victim Catherine Eddowes body by his great great uncle, Acting Sergeant Amos Simpson, who was based near Mitre Square in the East End of London. However, there is some controversy surrounding the authenticity of this story and interested parties are advised to do their own research before bidding. The shawl spent some time in the Metropolitan Police Crime (Black) Museum and in 2006 was subject to inconclusive forensic testing for a programme on Channel 5.

The story of the shawl is discussed at length in Appendix One of Kevin O’Donnell’s book The Jack the Ripper White-chapel Murders based on research by Andy and Sue Parlour: a copy is available on demand in the office.



So there you have it. If genuine, this was one of the few physical remains from the scenes of the crimes committed by Jack the Ripper as he terrorized the streets of London, and carved his way into the British psyche. Everyone has heard of Jack the Ripper. Not many know the full story, but everyone has a vague impression of dark, foggy streets in Victorian London with a mad serial killer on the loose, attacking and viciously mutilating his prostitute victims. It is perhaps the greatest, most famous unsolved crime in the world, the one that draws tourists from across the globe to the streets of London’s East End.

Of course, the catalogue was careful to make sure that the claims for the shawl were muted. There was no proof it had belonged to the victim Catherine Eddowes, just a long family history. But, still, there was a good chance. I had done some research, I believed it was genuine, and I wanted it. I wanted it very badly. I was nursing a nugget of information about the shawl that only I knew, a secret that made it much more important to me, and one I believed would add a great deal to what little we know about Jack the Ripper.

I set off for the auction early. It started at 10 a.m., and my wife Sally and I were living with our toddler son Alexander in Newmarket, only twenty-five minutes away. She didn’t come with me: she doesn’t share my fascination with the Ripper story. I dressed casually, keen not to draw attention to myself, but smartly enough to show that I was serious. I expected a large crowd, and I was right: the huge barn of an auction room, the size of a football pitch and crammed with furniture, was packed with people, and I guessed at least some of them were there for the same item as me. National and local newspapers had carried stories about the auction, so there was bound to be a high level of interest. Before the sale started a bemused assistant from the auction firm was holding the shawl up high so that a crowd gathered round him could look at it: he clearly could not understand the massive interest in this old, damaged piece of material.

I felt a mixture of excitement and apprehension. The auction started, and as lot after lot went by I realized nothing much was being sold: clearly, not just some, but the bulk of people in the crowded room were there for the shawl. I was worried, I felt sure it would soar way above its reserve, and in my mind I saw it reaching a sum of £150,000 or more. Was I prepared to go that high? Yes, I wanted it so badly I would have paid whatever it took to get it.

As the morning dragged on, I noticed that Stewart Evans, one of the world’s leading authorities on the Ripper case and a collector of true-crime ephemera, was there. I had seen him on television being interviewed in various documentaries about the subject so I decided to ask him for his opinion on the shawl, without revealing my own interest. He chatted happily about the Ripper story, but seemed to be dismissive about the authenticity of the shawl.

‘It’s not for me,’ he said, ‘I’m only here to see who it goes to. Nobody should buy it.’

I felt he might be bluffing, trying to throw me, and anyone else who was drawn to listen to him, off. He looked at me keenly, and I was sure he was sizing up whether or not I was going to rival him in the bidding.

With half the auction lots sold, a lunch break was called. I wasn’t interested in eating: my stomach was lurching at the thought of what was to come. I made my way to the office to have a look at the book that was mentioned in the catalogue. When I got there I found a small group of people gathered round a very tall man who was holding up the book, and expounding on the shawl and its history. I realized this was Andy Parlour, whose research for the appendix was the crucial part of the book in terms of the shawl. He was enjoying telling everyone about it, so I asked a few superficial questions: I didn’t want to show my hand, but I wanted to hear everything he could share. Luckily, like Stewart Evans, Andy did not need much encouragement to talk. Every so often I said something like, ‘That’s interesting, mate,’ just to keep him going.

I found it hard to believe that I was actually in the same room as this man, who was a specialist on the shawl, and Stewart Evans, a top expert on the whole Ripper story. And every so often I reminded myself that I knew something about the shawl that everyone else had missed, even the guys who had given years of research to the subject.

When the auction resumed I decided to stand at Stewart Evans’s shoulder, thinking that he was definitely going to bid, and I’d wait until he did before I joined in. The auction room had been noisy all morning, people chatting and moving about, but when ‘Lot 235’ was bellowed across the room, a deep hush fell. The assistant gestured to the shawl, now locked in a glass cabinet at the front of the room.

I cannot remember the first bid: who made it or how much it was for. But bids were soon coming from all parts of the room and the price was shooting up. I couldn’t see who was bidding. There were three phone lines accepting bids, and the auctioneer was going with practised speed between the phones and the room. I can remember thinking, ‘This thing is going to go for millions.’

Every now and then the auctioneer, who knew of my interest, would glance at me to see if I was going to join in. But I was hooked on waiting for Stewart Evans to bid, and kept watching him. The auction rapidly ran through, and before I realized it the auctioneer was saying, ‘Final bids.’ Again he looked at me, again I wavered and did nothing. I was still expecting a bid from Stewart Evans, and when none came I froze. A combination of nerves, and a fear that, if he was not bidding perhaps he was right to believe the shawl was worthless, gripped me.

‘No more bids. The item remains unsold.’

There were groans around the room. Despite the frenzied bidding, the reserve had not been met. People had waited all day for this, and now they were disappointed. The spectacle was over, and the whole event had been a waste of everyone’s time.

‘Lot 236’ the auctioneer called, as a rosewood tea caddy went under the hammer. But nobody was paying any attention. Little knots of people drifted out of the saleroom, sharing their frustration with each other. Others pushed past and left alone, the feeling of being let down etched on their faces.

Nobody was more disappointed than I was.

What had I done? Had I just lost out on owning one of the most vital pieces of tangible evidence from the most famous murder mystery of all time? Or had I had a narrow escape, saving me from spending thousands on what was little more than a whim?

When I had told Sally how much I was prepared to put up for the shawl she had laughed, and made me promise that if it turned out to be worthless, I’d give her exactly the same amount of money to spend as she wished. At least I was spared that!

But the money I had saved did nothing to make me feel better. Like everybody else, I headed wearily towards my car empty-handed; I felt defeated. All I could think was ‘What have I done? What kind of idiot am I, to be struck dumb at the vital moment?’

It affected me badly and that night I didn’t sleep. The terrible feeling of failure stuck with me through the following Sunday and I continued to beat myself up over it. I talked to Sally, who sympathized, but could not really understand my pain.

But when Monday morning came, I had a revelation: perhaps all was not lost. I had tried hard to convince myself that buying the shawl could have been a mistake: Stewart Evans didn’t want it, nobody else was willing to pay the reserve and perhaps they were right – the shawl was just a pointless piece of old fabric that had been imbued over many years with a family myth.

But I knew something they didn’t. As I’ve said, I had my own reason for believing the shawl was hugely significant, perhaps the key to the whole Ripper case. I could not talk to anybody about it because at this time I knew nobody who shared my interest, and I certainly did not want to alert the ‘Ripperologists’, people like Stewart Evans who devote themselves to studying the case, and are acknowledged experts. What I knew was too precious to share with the world at this stage. So despite my doubts, the importance of the shawl would not be challenged: I still believed in it.

I decided that morning to call the auction rooms to see what would happen to the shawl. Thankfully the auctioneer remembered me and told me that it was to be returned to the vendor. I asked him if he thought the owner would be interested in selling it to me if I offered to pay the reserve price. I was told to wait by the phone. The auctioneer wanted to call the vendor there and then. A few tense minutes later, the phone rang and the auctioneer’s voice came through.

‘You’re in luck,’ he said. ‘If you can meet our fee and pay the reserve, the shawl is yours.’

I was elated. It had crossed my mind that somebody else might have tried the same thing, but it seems I was the only one. I had, provisionally, bought it. The relief that flooded through my body was immense.

‘I’m going to need a letter of provenance. I need the history of this from the owner, in writing,’ I said.

It was very important for me to establish as much information as possible about how the shawl had come down through his family.

But the deal was done, and I put the phone down in a much happier mood than I had been in since the auction.

I had to wait for the letter to arrive with the auctioneer, which took a few days. It was a strange feeling, knowing that this thing was mine, but I could not confidently believe it until it was there in my hands. As I waited in limbo I was riddled with doubt – what if the vendor had changed his mind? I couldn’t stop going over my secret, and wondering what would have happened if somebody else had stumbled on it before I did. As it turned out, my life would have been a whole lot different.

I went to collect the shawl on 2 April 2007, just over two weeks after I first saw it. I picked up a banker’s draft from a branch of my bank in Bury St Edmunds, and walked to the auction house, aware of my own heartbeat. As I saw the people of Bury St Edmunds going about their daily lives, it felt surreal that I was going to collect something that meant so much to me and that could have so much historical significance, and yet nobody else shared my excitement.

I was kept waiting at the auction house, they weren’t ready to hand over my precious purchase. The auctioneer asked why I hadn’t made a bid for the shawl on the day, and I explained I felt too nervous, with all eyes focusing on the item, and I was waiting for the right moment, but that moment never came.

He smiled, no doubt used to customers suffering auction nerves, but also possibly thinking that I had played a long game, and never intended to put myself out in public as the purchaser of the shawl. I wish I had been that clever! Eventually he passed me a large piece of card folded in half and taped with yellowing Sellotape.

Within it was the shawl, wrapped in red tissue paper. On the card was the name and profession of the previous owner, David Melville-Hayes, along with the inscription: ‘Shawl in two pieces (1) approx 71ins by 24ins, (2) approx 24ins by 15 ins.’ I was also handed the letter from Mr Melville-Hayes, and was immediately struck that it was written on an old typewriter, which somehow added to the huge sense of history I already had.

‘Keep in touch and let us know how you get on with the thing, won’t you?’ the auctioneer said as he shook my hand.

‘Of course I will, my pleasure,’ I replied.

I walked back to my car, carrying the inauspicious-looking parcel, and feeling immensely pleased with myself.

I knew I was only at the beginning of my own personal crusade to unmask the Ripper. But the journey had begun.





CHAPTER ONE

FROM BIRKENHEAD TO BRICK LANE

The story of Jack the Ripper is well documented. Whole libraries have been written about it, countless theories have been expounded, television documentaries and feature films have been made. It is the greatest true crime mystery ever, world-renowned, lingering in the collective imagination, a constant source of fascination. There are serial killers with much bigger death tallies, even some just as vicious in the way they dispatched their victims. But none, ever, has held the public interest in the same way as this case. In a short killing spree in 1888, Jack the Ripper carved his way into history as surely as he carved up the unfortunate women he came across as he prowled through the Whitechapel alleys and passageways.

Many people have tried to solve the case, both at the time and in the years since. I am the latest in that long line: but unlike anyone before me, I believe I have incontrovertible proof, the kind of proof that would stand up to any cross-examination in a courtroom today.

I am not the most likely of candidates to solve this puzzle: in fact, I stumbled into it almost by chance. But I believe it was my ability to think laterally that helped me to see a link that nobody else had spotted. With no background as a researcher, I have had to learn as I go along, and I have been down countless blind alleys. I have been rebuffed, discouraged, and at times I have given up entirely. But the project niggled, and I never completely let go of it.

I don’t come from London’s East End, so I have no direct connection with the history of the crimes: I was born and grew up in Birkenhead. We started out as a regular family: Mum, Dad, me and my sister living in a council flat in a tower block in a tough area. But by the time I was four my parents had split up. They both went on to marry again, and through Mum’s new partner I acquired a stepbrother and a stepsister, and through Dad’s I gained another stepbrother, stepsister, and then a half-sister. So it was always a complicated, fragmented upbringing, and the greatest stability in my childhood came from my grandmother, who lived across the road from us when we moved, when I was five, to a two-up, two-down terraced house, with a toilet out the back, and weekly trips to the public baths for a bath.

After my stepfather accidentally set fire to the house while cooking, we were rapidly moved to a council estate. But I always gravitated back to my grandmother, and by the time I was thirteen I was staying with her every Tuesday night and from Friday through to Sunday. I am sometimes asked how I first became interested in crime, and I believe it dates back to my early childhood. My mum and stepfather were often working: they ran market stalls. My sister and I were looked after by a succession of teenage babysitters, and my grandparents, and they didn’t insist on early bedtimes: we stayed up watching Frankenstein, Dracula, The Mummy, The Wolfman and other horror movies. At the same time I was collecting and painting small plastic models of monsters and characters from horror movies.

When I was ten, the news was dominated by the Yorkshire Ripper, and I followed the case closely, with no idea that his nickname derived from an earlier murderer. It became an interest as I moved into my teens: I was fascinated by TV programmes on American serial killers like Ted Bundy, John Wayne Gacy, and then the British killer Dennis Nilsen.

It wasn’t a serious obsession: I didn’t go out of my way to study murderers. But I was always intrigued by the big question: what makes someone become, not just a murderer with a clear motive, but a serial killer, who strikes again and again, seemingly randomly? Where does that urge to kill come from?

I did well at school, working hard for my O levels, putting up with the bullies who dubbed me ‘Half Mast’ because my trousers were always too short: my parents didn’t have enough money to buy me new ones each year. I was in the O-level class with the posh kids, but I was on free school dinners: I didn’t really fit in. I did my revision at my grandmother’s house, my favourite refuge. It was then that I realized nobody would ever fight my battles for me, and I developed a strong sense of having to look after myself.

I wasn’t encouraged at home, where schoolwork wasn’t particularly valued. I started doing A levels in Chemistry, Biology and Music, but a spectacular row with my mother and stepfather sent me running to North Wales to live with my dad at the guest house he ran in Rhyl, North Wales. I was even unhappier living with my stepmother, so I went back to Birkenhead and went to college to carry on studying. My mother and stepfather had moved from the council house into a shop in Wallasey, and then when I was eighteen they returned to the terraced two-up, two-down opposite my grandmother. There was no bedroom for me, so I slept on a camp bed underneath the stairs in the living room, still spending a lot of time with my grandmother, whose health was declining (she died when I was 21). I was also playing the saxophone in a band, and devoting more time to this than to college work: I took two A levels, in Biology and Chemistry, and when the results came out I had an F (fail) for Biology and an O (O-level grade) for Chemistry. I stared at them: FO. At that moment, I felt the letters were spelling out a message to me, to give up my academic hopes and just get on with life.

One thing that both my parents unconsciously handed to me was a desire to be my own boss. My dad ran his own guest house, my mum and stepdad made and sold soft toys on market stalls. I’d been helping them since I was thirteen, I knew everything I needed to know about making teddy bears and other popular stuffed toys, and I was soon running two market stalls of my own. It was my first taste of business success. I was nineteen, I had seven outworkers (women who made the toys), two stalls, and a business supplying soft toys as arcade prizes to all the concessions along the seafront at Rhyl.

With my girlfriend, I was also soon buying property, jumping at the chance to buy a rundown place in Toxteth, Liverpool, then another one in Birkenhead, where we lived, then another one. The band took up all my spare time: we were punk rockers, and we went by the name of Dust Choir, which makes me cringe today. But it was good fun.

Then I crashed and burned: I lost it all. My girlfriend split with me, and I was devastated because I did not see it coming. At the tender age of twenty-two I couldn’t deal with the rejection. I needed to get away, and with a mate we left Merseyside in an old red Escort van which I bought for £200 from a bloke in a pub, which needed a pair of pliers to keep the choke out, and which I had to rev up at traffic lights in case it stalled. I had £130, a suitcase of clothes and a tent. We more or less stuck a pin in a map and decided to go to Cambridge, because it sounded like it would be a beautiful place, which it is. But what I saw for the next few months was not the lovely city, but potato fields, where we worked as pickers, a car components factory, where I worked on a production line, and a campsite where we pitched the tent.

Even the campsite did not last: when my mate bailed out and went back home, I couldn’t pay the site rent and I wasn’t allowed back to get my tent and my possessions. The van had been towed away by the police as it had no tax and MOT, and was, after the journey down, undriveable. I was, for a short time, truly homeless. I switched my shifts at the factory to mainly nights, and during the day dozed on a bus shelter seat, and occasionally in a trench halfway from the town centre to the factory. I was washing at the railway station and walking to work. In desperation one cold night I asked a couple of policemen in a police car to arrest me, just so that I could get warm: they declined. I was so rundown and filthy that I actually caught scabies, which was horrible, and I felt ashamed because to me scabies meant dirt and poverty. I must have been a bit smelly because my workmates at the factory showed me where there was a shower to clean myself up.

It was a very bleak time, but when I look back it was important. It reinforced my need to be successful, to make something of myself, and my strong feeling that I would always have to do it myself, without any help. It also gave me a great empathy with people who find themselves at the bottom of the heap, with nobody to turn to and nowhere to live: eventually, years down the line, this helped me understand the dire poverty of the Ripper victims. I knew, as they knew, the overpowering drive for the basics of life: shelter and food.

Luckily, I kept on working and with my wages could afford a bed and breakfast. I was soon back on my feet, raising the deposit to rent a house, which I shared with my new Spanish girlfriend. Eventually, I got some money from the properties in Birkenhead and decided to get back into studying, but this time a subject that would be relevant to me: Business Studies. I applied to various seats of learning, and in the end landed a place at the Polytechnic of North London in Holloway Road, a complete contrast with the tranquillity of Cambridge and my first introduction to the metropolis. For the first couple of weeks I commuted from Cambridge: a ridiculously long journey. I would doze on the four-hour coach journey and wake as it came into London down Commercial Road, through the heart of the East End. This was my first impression of the area, and I remember thinking it looked sad and rundown.

I was soon living in London and having a great time, making good friends, girlfriends, finding the college work easy. I decided to go on to do a postgrad course in Management Studies at the Polytechnic of Central London (now the University of Westminster), funding myself with grants and casual work. I was, like all students, permanently broke and always with an eye out for a cheap place to eat.

That mission to eat cheap, often in the middle of the night after strumming guitars or arguing pretentious philosophy with my student friends, took me for the first time into the East End. We patronized the famous twenty-four-hour Beigel Bake at the north end of Brick Lane, where we could have, in those days, a delicious, filling, cream cheese bagel for the princely sum of 40p. And as we discovered this manna, at the same time I discovered the whole area, a place I knew nothing about but where, for some inexplicable reason, I felt at home. It was rough back then – it still is, in parts. But I loved the buzz, the coolness of the place. It spoke to me in a way no other area has ever chimed with me before. There were hookers and their pimps, knots of dodgy-looking men outside the pubs, and spicy, exotic smells drifting from the Asian restaurants and cafes. I was used to the rougher areas of Liverpool, but this was different in a way it is hard for me to explain. I loved the place, still do, and if it was not for family reasons I’d live there today.

I can remember one particular evening when I went with my best mates Andy and Paul to celebrate Andy’s birthday with a curry in Brick Lane, our idea of the best possible night out. We’d had a tankful, we somehow got separated, and in my inebriated state I had no idea how to find my way back to Liverpool Street station. For some reason which now seems surreal, I found myself talking to a Spanish prostitute in Spanish (thanks to my Spanish girlfriend I knew a smattering of words) and she took me back to the station, where I dodged the barrier and ended up back at the flat where I was living. Her friendliness and willingness to help somehow typified the area for me.

I knew nothing about Jack the Ripper at this stage. Yes, like everyone else in Britain I’d heard the name. But I had no idea that I was walking the streets where his crimes took place. That would all come later. There was, though, a very strange moment in 1991, nine years before I first heard the Ripper story. I was walking down Commercial Road and at the junction with White Church Lane I had a very strong feeling that something had happened there. It was powerful enough to make me stop for a few seconds, and just absorb the feeling: I had no notion what it meant until years later.

My life was going well. While I was at college I met a lovely girl, Lyndsay, and we became engaged, and even got to the stage of sending out the wedding invitations, and paying for the dress. But I realized that we had drifted apart, with her concentrating on her teaching career and me, after leaving college with my master’s degree, flat out pursuing a lucrative career with a software company which I helped to establish. I was greatly relieved when, after plucking up the courage to tell Lyndsay I didn’t think I could go through with the wedding, she sighed with relief and told me she felt exactly the same . . . I will always be grateful to her and her family, because they showed me, for the first time, what a normal happy family life can be like. They welcomed me into their home, and it was very different from my own childhood, with everyone getting on well and caring about each other.

Soon afterwards, with business going great guns, I met and married my first wife, Feiruz, who was Ethiopian. It didn’t last: we were only married for three-and-a-half years.

During this time I was still frequenting the East End, making it my regular stop to entertain the corporate clients of our business who flew in from Holland, Denmark, Africa and other countries, as well as from other parts of the UK. A curry in Brick Lane was a popular choice, as they always enjoyed seeing the East End of London, and I was happy for any excuse to go there.

The business became the third largest supplier of software in the country, and I will give you a couple of examples of the way my brain works – not because I am bragging, but to illustrate how I think in a lateral way, seeing opportunities that others have failed to spot. This quirk, which has helped me so much in business, eventually helped me when I first encountered the shawl and started thinking deeply about the Ripper mystery.

One Sunday afternoon I went to the Tate Gallery, purely as a visitor. I noticed that while they sold prints and souvenirs in the shop, they had no software. The following day I spoke to the buyer and did a deal to supply CD-ROMs of art and artists. In the same way, I read a news item about government plans to put computers into all schools, started work on it the following day and we became a major supplier of educational software to schools. Another time one of our customers told me he had acquired a large collection of titillating, but perfectly legal, photographs of semi-naked girls. I encouraged him to put them on disks, and I sold them into the Virgin and HMV stores on Oxford Street – but only after sitting up late into the night obscuring the nipples on the covers with a marker pen.

When I decided to leave the company, I set up a software brokerage company. For three-and-a-half years we were very successful, but 9/11 put paid to it overnight, as some of our customers were badly hit. By then my marriage was foundering, I was in the process of buying a beautiful seventeenth-century malting house in the country, and I was considering setting up my next venture, a company running care homes for the elderly. I was on the brink of big changes in my life, but even bigger ones were in store . . .

The first and most important (she’d kill me if I didn’t say that, and it’s true) was meeting my second wife, Sally. I went for a day out with a mate of mine, Mark, and he promised to take me somewhere interesting. Unlike half the population of London, I’d never heard of the restaurant School Dinners. How I’d avoided all the publicity about this place, where the waitresses dressed as if they were off the set of a St Trinian’s film and the food was all traditional British grub, I don’t know.

But what first struck me about the place was not the ambience, but the woman who was at the reception desk who, when I remarked it felt a bit chilly in there, looked up and with a straight face said: ‘That’s because you’ve got no hair.’

I laughed at the insult, and we spent the rest of the evening laughing and talking together. Sally McMullen owned the restaurant with her ex-husband, and they had seen every star you can name pass through, it was such a unique and popular venue.

As we chatted I discovered that she came from a part of North Wales I knew well, and she had even been in the same school as my sister, at the same time. There was an immediate feeling that we were right together. Later that night, Sally suggested we go to a club in the Kings Road and as she and I danced together, another club-goer tried to make a play for her. She said: ‘Excuse me, I’m dancing with my future husband.’

It was a prescient remark. In 1999, in the space of three weeks there had been big events in my life: I bought our golden retriever Goldie on a Friday, the following Friday I met Sally, and exactly a week later I moved to the malting house. Sally and I were so sure we belonged together that she moved in with me straight away. Shortly afterwards I was in the middle of buying my first care home, a stressful business.

Then the next, vitally important, event happened. It was, on the face of it, nothing more than a pleasant night out, a trip to the cinema with Sally. We went to the Vue Cinema in Cambridge to see From Hell, a Johnny Depp movie in which he plays a police inspector who investigates the Jack the Ripper killings in Victorian London. The film shows some of the key locations in the Ripper story, notably Christ Church in Spitalfields and the Ten Bells pub. I had never realized until I saw it that my favourite area, the East End, was the location of these grisly murders about which I had only the vaguest idea.

‘How come I didn’t know about this?’ I asked myself.

The strange feeling that I had been walking the same streets as this mysterious killer without knowing it, coupled with my inherent interest in crime, made me want to know a lot more. That night, watching the film, my continuing fascination – obsession, even – with the Ripper case was born. There have been four or five massive moments for me in the quest for the Ripper and this was the first.

I started to read books about the case, and soon after seeing the film Sally and I went on a two-hour-long ‘Jack the Ripper’ walk around Whitechapel, one Saturday afternoon. We were conducted around the area and heard the story of the crimes, told by a Ripper expert who made a very good job of stoking my enthusiasm for the mystery, even if Sally made no attempt to hide her boredom: she was rolling her eyes, folding her arms, looking up at the sky. But for me, it was all fascinating. Yes, here was the Ten Bells pub I had seen in the film, here was the church, here the places where each of the victims’ bodies were found: real streets, real places.

We were in a group of assorted people, including American tourists, but despite the varied company I could feel the deep affinity I had always felt for the East End, but now coupled with something darker, more intriguing. This was the biggest unsolved murder case ever: surely there had to be a key to it somewhere, some door that nobody yet had opened? I had a feeling, born I suppose of ignorance and arrogance, that I was going to find that door, that it was simply a matter of thinking about it all in a fresh way.

Looking back, I’m astonished at my presumption. I now know that much better qualified people than me, professional historians, genealogists, forensic psychiatrists, senior policemen, have all tried and failed to give definitive answers to the big question: whodunit? But I have always enjoyed and risen to challenges, and this was a huge one.

By the time I had bought and was running three care homes I was under a lot of stress: it was a fraught business, dealing with staff and, more importantly, making sure the needs of the residents were met. I was working long hours, and there were other worries in my personal life. I’d never wanted children before in any of my other relationships, but when Sally fell pregnant I was overjoyed. We were putting roller blinds up when she told me: ‘I think I’m pregnant.’ I felt such a surge of joy. Tragically, within a week of the great news, she had a miscarriage and we lost the twins she was carrying. We then embarked on a frustrating round of IVF. To our lasting delight, she became pregnant with our son Alexander naturally, between IVF cycles, and we were thrilled when he made his appearance on my birthday in 2005.

For me, Jack the Ripper was an escape route. I could shut off from the problems of the business and the worries about our battle for a baby by immersing myself in books and research. I didn’t take much notice of the books which expounded wild theories, but stuck to the ones that laid out the facts. I even rang Scotland Yard’s Crime Museum, thinking they would have all the official paperwork on the case, but they told me the material was at the National Archives in Kew. I went there and viewed everything they had on microfiche. I even once handled some original documents, including a photograph of one of the victims, Elizabeth Stride. Seeing the grainy black and white image of her brought the case to life more than anything had before: this was a real person. But it’s true to say that I was much more fascinated by the detective work than I was about the social history of the area, and the plight of the women victims, at this stage. What drove me on was a deep-seated conviction that something, somewhere along the line, had been missed.

But to understand my quest, it is vital to know the whole story of Jack the Ripper’s crimes.





CHAPTER TWO

A MURDERER STRIKES IN WHITECHAPEL

As I’ve said, the East End became a special place for me as soon as I got to know it. It is a fascinating area, a distillation of its own rich, evolving history. It feels like it’s constantly in flux, bending and changing with the waves of different people who have lived there, the new and the old rubbing along together, old tenements and warehouses holding their own against the new glass and steel skyscrapers I have watched going up over the last twenty-five years I have been going there.

If you look hard, you’ll see old alleyways and cobbled streets, narrow, dimly lit, just as they were in Victorian times. I have seen rats scuttling along Gunthorpe Street, off Whitechapel High Street, and felt transported back to the nineteenth century. And like them, I feel at home in these dingy streets.

Nowadays the area is enjoying a renaissance as a trendy hangout, but when I first went there it was more squalid, the streets often strewn with rubbish, much quieter than it is today, with transactions between pimps and prostitutes openly conducted on street corners. The lights were dimmer, the sound of music more muted, and the others who hung around the area were locals or, like me and my friends, poor students who liked the lack of pretension and the cheap food.

Today there are two contrasting East Ends. There is the area around Brick Lane where the most recent immigrants are Asian, and where the shops and restaurants cater for them and the outsiders who come in search of a good curry, where the old synagogues are now mosques. Then there is the area around the four streets that have survived and been preserved: Princelet Street, Hanbury Street, Wilkes Street and Fournier Street, where the beautiful four- or five-storey houses built for the Huguenots (themselves religious refugees, escaping persecution in France) and dating back to the seventeenth century now sell for millions of pounds each. In Victorian times these were crumbling, rat-infested tenements with whole families in one room, sometimes with a couple of pigs for company. When I first visited, a quarter of a century ago, those now-restored houses were still slums, many of them in a terrible state of disrepair, the rooms sub-let to a polyglot mix of tenants, only slightly more salubrious than in Victorian times.

Now they attract artists like Tracey Emin and Gilbert & George, the actress Keira Knightley, there are bustling cafes with well-heeled clienteles, pubs that attract a young, right-on crowd, fashion mavens tottering along cobbles in their preposterous shoes. The gentrification is creeping, with lofts on sale for seven figures in Commercial Street and Brick Lane.

Over the years that I have been going to the East End, I have seen the architectural landscape change drastically. I’ve watched warehouses become galleries and restaurants and the old buildings being dwarfed by new and modern office blocks and apartments. Hoardings and cranes are a familiar sight, as every small space between the old and new buildings is developed as prime real estate. I have also seen the Ripper ‘industry’, which has existed since a few years after the murders, grow into a big business, with upwards of ten different walking tours a day being escorted around the area, some in daylight and others at dusk, to add to the atmosphere. Some tours have as many as forty people, others as few as ten; some are in Spanish, German, French. Small coaches struggle round the tight corners, as guides tell the stories of the crimes on their intercoms. Early in the twentieth century the tours were fewer and sparser, but still attracted the curious, reputedly including Arthur Conan Doyle and Charles Dickens’s son, also called Charles. Nowadays, with tourism and more leisure time, the tours have become so popular that the East End streets swarm with them, guides swerving down side streets to avoid mingling with other tours.

It is just another phase: the East End has been through so many incarnations over the centuries. But the most interesting time to me is the 1880s, the era that spawned the Ripper Murders. In those times the neighbourhoods of Whitechapel and Spitalfields, as well as nearby districts like Bethnal Green, St George in the East and Poplar, had some of the most scandalously poor living conditions in London. The East End was, in parts, a vast, dirty, overcrowded slum, struggling to cope with the sheer number of people choosing to live there. Much of this was down to the fact that it was home to many of the so-called ‘stink industries’, such as breweries, slaughterhouses and sugar refineries, which had attracted many migrant workers to the area during the industrial revolution.

The City of London refused to allow such noxious trades within its walls, so instead they went to the outlying districts. This resulted in a polluted East End, dirty with soot and other industrial residue that blackened the walls of buildings and the lungs of its inhabitants. Its proximity to the mighty Thames and the growing docks ensured that immigrants arriving in London would find their first point of entry in places like Wapping, Poplar and of course Whitechapel: the French Huguenots in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (who built those amazing town houses), the Irish fleeing the potato famine in the mid-1800s and, later, eastern European Jewish refugees. The Jewish incursion into the East End is vital to the story of the Ripper, so let’s look at what caused it.

When, in March 1881, Tsar Alexander II of Russia was assassinated, there were unfounded rumours that the perpetrators were Jewish, and this led to a wave of maltreatment and persecution against the Jews in Eastern Europe, known as ‘pogroms’ (the word comes from Russian Yiddish, and means ‘destruction’). Thousands of Jewish Russians, Germans, Hungarians and, significantly, Poles, fled their homelands in the hope of setting up a newer and safer life elsewhere.

One of the places they chose was London, the largest and most powerful city in the world at that time, and cheaper to reach than America, where many of them dreamed of settling. The area of London outside the old walls of the City already had small Jewish communities and there were a number of synagogues which had been established for many years such as those at Duke’s Place, Aldgate and Bevis Marks at the edge of the East End. Although the Jewish community already living there tried to discourage immigration because of the lack of housing and jobs – even advertising in newspapers in Russia and Poland telling Jews not to come – the dire conditions in Eastern Europe left no choice. However difficult life in the slums of the East End was, it was better than the constant threat to their lives in countries under Russian domination.

The influx was persistent and dramatic – by 1887, Whitechapel was home to 28,000 Jewish immigrants alone, amounting to almost half of the entire population of Jews in the East End. Ten per cent of the total East End population were eastern European, settling into culturally confined ‘ghettos’ and finding work where they could, mostly in sweated trades like tailoring. But it was not easy, for regular work was already difficult to come by, and the swelling population made unemployment a problem for many. The arrival of the Jewish immigrants caused resentment among the indigenous population and the smaller number of other immigrants who had long ago been assimilated into the fabric of the East End. The Jews, willing to work all hours for poor pay (out of necessity) were blamed for pushing others out of the job market, for aggravating the precarious housing situation and for all the other ills of the area.

For centuries the East End had been a great melting pot, and until this massive flood of immigrants it had dealt well with incomers, but now it was stretched to breaking point, and anyone who could afford to move away did, leaving a population who were, by and large, scraping by. Survival was the key, food and lodging the most important aims. Typhoid, cholera and venereal disease were rife, and the area had the highest birth rate, the highest death rate and the lowest marriage rate in the whole of London.

Housing was the big problem. Whereas parts of Whitechapel and Spitalfields had once been prosperous and semi-rural, demand throughout the early to mid-1800s resulted in gar-dens being built over to provide accommodation, often only accessible from narrow alleyways and courts. These squalid dead ends were the preserve of the desperately poor and the criminal element, who could use the anonymity of an enclosed passageway to hide from the law. Sanitary facilities were appalling: for example, in one Spitalfields tenement near Brick Lane, sixteen families shared a single outside lavatory which did not seem to be cleaned regularly and which, shockingly, was next to the only source of running water for the inhabitants, a single water tap.

Children were born and brought up here, although 20 per cent of them failed to reach their first birthday. They worked to earn money as soon as they could, sweeping pavements, cleaning windows and scavenging food from the rubbish in the streets, until they were big enough to work in the ‘sweaters’ (sweat shops) doing tailoring and other work for long hours and very low pay. Some of them formed small bands of skilful pickpockets.

More prosperous Victorians never ventured to the area they nicknamed ‘the dustbin’. The writer Jack London called it ‘the Abyss’. When he went undercover to write about the poverty of the East End in 1902 he wrote of the filth and vermin, and that when rain fell ‘it was more like grease than water.’

A major scourge in the area was the Common Lodging Houses, or ‘dosshouses’ as they were commonly called, properties owned by private landlords and catering for the transient and the homeless. Spitalfields in particular had a great concentration of such houses and their owners, who lived elsewhere and appointed ‘wardens’ or ‘keepers’ to run them, were happy to take money from any available source.

Each lodging house had to be licensed and was subject to police supervision, and had to display a placard of how many beds were available. Men and women were supposed to be housed separately, paying four pence for a bed in a dormitory, and there were double beds for ‘married’ couples, in effect a place for prostitutes to take clients, costing eight pence. Some stories suggest that for as little as two pence, the desperate could sit on a bench and sleep upright, supported by a rope stretched across the room in front of them, although this was not part of the official licence. A house, which today would comfortably house a family in four bedrooms, would regularly have more than 50 beds for rent, and larger buildings crammed in as many as 300, with children sneaking in to sleep with their mothers.

Each person rented their bed for one night at a time, and unless they could guarantee their next night’s rent there was no provision for them to leave their belongings: men and women put all the clothes they owned on their backs in the morning. Each day was a battle to scrape together the money for a bed. The law said that every bed had to have clean sheets once a week, and that every day the windows would be opened at 10 a.m. to clear the fetid air, but even if the lodging-house keeper stuck to the rules, you can imagine how unpleasant it was by the standards of today.

Food was for sale from the dosshouse wardens, making more profit for the owner, and there were communal cooking facilities in the grubby kitchen, and in the better ones there was a stove or fire for warmth. There were frequent fights and squabbles over food.

The neighbourhood around Commercial Street, which had been built in the 1850s and ran from Whitechapel, through Spitalfields, to Shoreditch, was particularly notorious and names like Thrawl Street, Flower and Dean Street and Dorset Street would become synonymous with the three vs: vice, violence and villainy. There were 700 beds for rent in Dorset Street alone, and 1,150 in Flower and Dean Street. It’s hard to imagine today the desperation that the population of these places felt, struggling every day to find the pennies to survive.

The men looked for casual work; many were involved in petty crime and others in serious lawbreaking, attacking passers-by and making the area dangerous after dark. The women tried to eke out a meagre existence on a day-to-day basis, perhaps selling flowers, embroidery, matches or, when things were really harsh, themselves. Without anywhere to take their clients, they would use dark, secluded alleyways and courts, and they charged as little as four pence for their services, the money for a night’s sleep. Prostitution was illegal, but the police turned a blind eye, believing that if they routed it out of the East End it would spread into more respectable areas. The women were sitting targets for street robbers and were often victims of violence.

Two of the women whose stories I would come to know well, the Ripper’s victims Mary Ann Nichols and Annie Chapman, were effectively sent to their deaths, having been turned away from the dosshouses where they wanted to sleep because they did not have enough money. The punter who went with them into the dark alleys that night should have been their ticket for a night’s rest: instead he sent them to a permanent rest, in his own horrific way, leaving his trademark on their malnourished, neglected bodies.

The prostitutes were known collectively as ‘the unfortunates’, and that’s the name I prefer to use, because most of them were not full-time vice workers, they preferred other work, but they were sucked into it when the choice was selling their bodies or starvation and sleeping on the streets. At the time the Ripper struck there were an estimated 1,200 women available for hire in the East End.

As well as the dosshouses, there were rooms to be rented, and here some of the women of the East End managed to keep their children. But most of the unfortunates had lost their families, and at times spoke wistfully of children and husbands. Being abandoned by the men in their lives was a common theme, and frequently the cause of the abandonment was drink: a very large proportion of the women plying their trade in the East End were alcoholics.

So another important feature of the area was the pubs – many of the dosshouse owners, always out to make as much money as they could, ran the pubs as well. Seeing the Ten Bells in the Johnny Depp film jumped out at me: I had passed it many times. Other pubs in the area date back at least as far as the Ten Bells, which is now a trendy haunt for City workers, but even more have been demolished or closed and the building changed to become shops or cafes. There were, in the Ripper’s day, literally pubs on every street corner and more in between. Alcohol was as important to the men and women at the very bottom of the poverty ladder as food and lodging. Getting drunk – and alcohol was cheap – was an easy way out of the misery of life, and the pubs were a good source of trade for the prostitutes, who would trawl from one to another looking for punters. We know that at least some of the Ripper’s victims had imbibed a plentiful amount of strong liquor before their deaths: I can only hope it helped to anaesthetize them a little from the savage attack he made on them.

So what about the victims themselves?

The first two murders in the sequence known as the White-chapel Murders are generally thought not to be the work of Jack the Ripper. For years it has been debated as to whether they are his handiwork, but most experts accept that, in fact, there are five Ripper deaths, and these two are not among them. I, for one, am not convinced: I think the second of the two may be his first killing, even though it does not conform completely to his later pattern. Whoever was responsible for these murders, they were both violent



































[image: A map of a city area depicts streets, landmarks and various numbered points. Number 1 is located in the southwest, 2 is located in the east, 5 and 6 are located in the centre and 4 is located in the south.; A map of a city area depicts streets, landmarks and various numbered points. Number 1 is located in the centre and 7, 8 and 3 are located in the west.]
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