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PROLOGUE
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The town of Tenterden is situated in the English County of Kent nestled in an area known as the Garden of England. It has been famous for several centuries for its charm and scenic high street. In Victorian and Edwardian times it was a popular destination for outings by charabancs from nearby large towns such as Ashford and Maidstone and for other tourists particularly in the spring and summer; a tradition that continues today. It boasted many hostelries who made a good living out of these visitors. It was a typical small market town surrounded by hop fields and orchards and was a centre of sheep farming making it a bustling place. 

A mile outside of Tenterden is a small hamlet named St. Michaels which in 1905 was home to just 632 souls. It was separated from the town by open fields and a large country estate called Homewood. It consisted mainly of a collection of terraced farm workers and labourers’ cottages served by one tavern, a bakery, a blacksmith, a village school and a church on the hill overlooking it. It also had a small halt on a new railway line recently opened. It was surrounded by woodland, orchards, hop fields and meadows with dirt tracks for roads and no street lighting. Although many passed through on their way to Tenterden, few if any stopped or even noticed the community 

This was to rudely change on a warm June morning in 1905 when a brutally murdered man was found in a meadow adjacent to the church known locally as Churchfield, which is now buried under a housing development. Today it is difficult to distinguish where St. Michaels ends, and the town begins as the space between has disappeared under development over the decades. There is nothing to indicate the spot where a “strange and ghastly” bloody murder took place. 

The local community usually experienced crimes such as poaching, petty burglary, sheep rustling, and drunkenness and so rural policing was a relatively laid-back affair with just the odd bobby or two wandering the area on foot and known to all the residents. It was for the most part a convivial atmosphere whereby the local “villains” were well known to the police and crime detection was a bit of a game. Because of this, the Tenterden police department consisted of just a sergeant and three constables based in a small corner building in the centre of the high street in front of St. Mildreds Church. But it did boast a couple of cells and a small court room on the first floor.

Serious crimes such as murder were few and far between and so when the body was found it came as quite a shock to both the residents and the police. Rural constables had little or no training in investigating such incidents and were hampered by the lack of the technological and forensic assets that modern policing enjoy. There was no thought of approaching a crime scene “using the path of least common approach” or “bagging evidence” in order to preserve it as there is today. It was early days in the investigation of serious crime and with the exception of Scotland Yard in London most police forces had no specialised detective departments until the late 1800s. Finger printing was only just being trialled in some cities, CCTV and DNA testing was nearly a century in the future. There was not even a test to distinguish between human and animal blood. Therefore, most convictions were gained by collecting circumstantial evidence and this lack of corroborative forensics led to many accused persons being wrongly convicted on just witness testimony. The legal process was also convoluted with inquest and investigative magistrate hearings, grand juries and assize courts. 

The availability of adequate communication and transport was also an issue. The only means of distance transport available was by horseback, train or hired cab and there were only twenty police bicycles in the whole of the County of Kent, so officers completed their beat on foot. Telephones were few and far between and a luxury of the rich; and messages had to be passed by electric telegram, post or runner. So, when solving serious crime, the police were always handicapped. 

It was in this context that Divisional Superintendent Thomas Fowle, head of the Cranbrook Division, was faced in solving the murder. Kent was divided into twelve divisions each headed by a superintendent, the highest rank at the time apart from the Chief Constable and his deputy. Kent police had the prescience in 1896 to inaugurate a small detective department at its Wrens Cross headquarters in Maidstone. Once established it proved to be a very productive and successful unit even though it only consisted of just a sergeant and three constables responsible for the whole County. It was an early equivalent of the Flying Squad or Sweeney. It became protocol for these superintendents to immediately refer high profile complex cases requiring specialist investigation to them and this is exactly what Thomas Fowle did. The detectives were nominally independent only answerable to the Chief Constable, but they worked closely with whatever area superintendent they happened to be working in reporting to him every day and “working up” a case for the superintendent to act on. 

Heading the department was a much respected and renowned newly promoted officer in the form of First-Class Detective Sergeant Edwin Fowle who had been one of first three detective constables. He happened to be the son of Thomas and this father and son combination was about to work on the case together. Edwin had been in charge for five years and had gained much respect from his colleagues and superiors for his excellent investigative work. He had a great sense of duty, was a driven man, who was religious and was a stickler for correct police procedure. He was to have an unrivalled record of success as a detective in the Force and is the protagonist in the tale. 

What follows is a factual narrative of a brutal murder that occurred in the hamlet of St. Michaels, Tenterden, Kent, in 1905 and describes the investigation and events that took place on the day of the murder and subsequently between Saturday 17 June and the 1 August 1905 from the perspective of all those involved. Although the murder took place in St Michaels it was dubbed by the press as the “Tenterden Murder,” mainly because they knew their readers would not recognise the village. All the persons and places mentioned are real, as is all of the testimony but some of the dialogue and scenes are fictionalised to make the story understandable.
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St Michaels, Tenterden. Map of Locations involved with the murder. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

1 : Dreams of a Better Life
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In the tiny Saharan desert village of Omar in Algeria surrounded by barren ground and herds of goats an extended family lived who dreamed of a better life. They had the nerve and confidence to envisage traveling to Europe to find it. The instigator of this venture was a 38-year-old Hadj ou Iddir a rather diminutive man only 5 feet seven inches tall and of slim build with black curly hair and a well-manicured pencil moustache. He wore the traditional clothing of the period including a red fez with a tassel. He was an experienced trader and wanted to put his talents to better use and more profit. He had heard from many people that there were lucrative possibilities for itinerant traders like themselves in Europe leading to permanent residency in a country. After much discussion and persuasion he managed to convince several members of his family to join him in a venture to migrate.

They consisted of his younger brother, Frank Salem, taller and brawnier than his brother with a heavy black moustache curled at the ends who always stood out from his companions. Iddir also took along two of his young nephews: 19-year-old Ferat Mohamed Ben Ali who looked much younger as he was only five feet four inches tall with boyish good looks, dark curly hair and a small moustache. The other nephew was 17-year-old Daka Belkacem of similar looks and build and of a quiet nature. The last of the group was a 17-year-old cousin named Meznow “Oily” Mohammed. 

They set off for the city streets of Algiers after much emotional goodbyes to the rest of the clan with Iddir becoming the leader due to his age and business acumen. The group referred to him as “Uncle.” They spent some time in Algiers raising money for the trip but in late 1904 they took a boat across the Mediterranean to the port of Marseille. For the next few months they travelled north through France until they finally arrived at the channel ports, buying and selling mats, tablecloths and trinkets along the way. Hadj ou Iddir managed all the buying of stock and made sure he kept control of the money they obtained. He would then dole out a share of the proceeds to the others as he saw fit. This undoubtably caused some resentment on occasions. They were sometimes excitable and known to argue and gesticulate but mainly in a good-natured way as was their culture. 

Despite only speaking French and Arabic, and with a smattering of pidgin English, they decided it might be more lucrative to ply their trade in England and continue their adventure there. They sailed in a ferry to Dover in early 1905 and made their way to London. They were pleasantly surprised at the amount of railway lines which cris-crossed the countryside and were determined to make as much use of them as possible in getting around. Iddir soon hooked up with wholesalers in the Tottenham Court road where they obtained their wares. They spent the winter months trading in London, but with the warmer weather arriving and finding trading in the city difficult they moved their operation to the countryside towns and villages of Kent and East Sussex which were easily accessible. 

Their modus operandi was to establish a base in a larger town with a railway for access to London to get their stock. They lived in cheap and sometimes insalubrious lodging houses and taverns and then radiated out on foot, by lifts or on the railway to the smaller hamlets and villages. They were dressed in a mix of traditional and local clothing; some of them maintained their red fez’s and red waist sashes and colourful waistcoats. Others a flat cap, a workman’s jacket and trousers. Although travelling street hawkers were common in the rural areas and useful, the Algerians must have presented a strange sight and perhaps intimidating. For this reason they rarely went out as a group but split up in two groups or singly to avoid looking like a gang. From all reports they were well behaved, polite and never caused trouble. Hotels and taverns appeared very willing to accommodate them despite their dishevelled and unusual look. They also appeared to have been welcomed by local residents, who found them a novelty and fascinating, and they soon established a lucrative trade.

In early April 1905 they established a base at a lodging house operated by Mr and Mrs Ferrari at 15 East Hill Passage in Hastings, a large popular seaside town in East Sussex. They rented two rooms and travelled round the local coastal towns and villages. At the end of May, Salem and Meznow moved out and travelled to the village of Robertsbridge, ten miles north of Hastings and on the railway line to London in search of new villages to hawk their goods. Bill Hodges in the signal box at the end of the platform watched them with interest as they alighted from the train and walked up the main street where they attracted a lot of attention from passersby and shopkeepers alike who came to their doors to peer at them. Ted Bashford the butcher was one of them and he leaned on the door frame as they headed up the street turning heads and causing quiet discussions between the women shoppers. They arrived at the Railway Tavern, a rather rough hostelry and entered. They were welcomed by Jane Allen, the landlord’s wife, who gave them a room at the back near the kitchen which Salem put to good use while they stayed there.

Each morning they would set off on foot using the tracks and footpaths to other hamlets surrounding the town and occasionally by train to other halts along the line. When possible they hitched lifts on passing waggons otherwise they walked countless miles. They became a familiar sight and began to integrate into the local community. As the evenings became lighter they would go out again to try and catch those that had been at work during the day.

At the beginning of June, Iddir suggested to his two nephews, Belkacem and Ben Ali, who had remained in Hastings, that they had exhausted the trading potential of the area and the three of them should move their base. On the afternoon of Tuesday 13 June they bade goodbye to Mrs Ferrari and travelled by train to the large busy market town of Ashford in Kent twenty-one miles to the northeast. There they took lodgings at the Star Inn on East Hill in the centre of town just a half mile to the station and leading to the High Street. Iddir had sent Belkacem to Robertsbridge to inform the other two of their move and to tell them to join up in Ashford. They booked a room for them at the tavern. While they awaited them they spent the next two days peddling in Ashford, but on Friday 17 June Iddir and Ben Ali, decided to investigate the smaller market town of Tenterden some twelve miles to the south west. 

They took a train from Ashford to Headcorn where they changed onto a newly opened branch line that took them to the town. They alighted at the small station at lunchtime and caught the eye of the stationmaster Arthur Taunt who watched them curiously as they left the yard and headed up the track to the High Street. The town was and is still known as the ‘Jewel of the Weald’ because of its quaintness with wide tree-lined greens, Georgian and Victorian buildings of stucco and traditional tile and weatherboard cottages. It had gas street lighting, an ancient town hall, multiple shops, many hostelries and a new railway which opened in 1905. Life here was more hectic than St Michaels but still languid, and it attracted many tourists which it does to this day.

Again they caused quite a stir during the afternoon as they paraded in their colourful attire up and down the roads. Although shoddily dressed hawkers, handicraft tramps and chapmen were a common sight in rural areas particularly French onion sellers, few foreigners were seen outside the main cities and towns. Itinerant trading was extremely popular with housewives and profitable for the pedlar. Most had the required good humoured doorstep banter and householders found them “picturesque” and charming. Iddir’s group attired in their fez hats, checked waistcoats and scarlet waistbands certainly fitted the bill and were watched with fascination by a multitude of local inhabitants who they approached to buy their goods. Everyone mistook them for being Turkish because of their attire.

That afternoon Iddir and Ben Ali walked east along Tenterden High Street past all the shops until they reached houses where they could begin offering their colourful mats, cheap jewellery, linens and other “gimcrackery.” They kept on walking, resting on convenient benches when tired, and eventually arrived in the hamlet of St. Michaels. Trade was good and they appeared satisfied and happy.

*
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The hamlet of St Michaels on a warm June day was a relatively idyllic place to live. It was a community where everyone knew each other, peaceful with little crime and most people were content with their lot. The housewives got on with their work, taking the children the short distance to the school adjacent to the church, doing their morning chores and visiting the bakery. Later they might walk the mile into Tenterden for their main shop where they were spoilt for shopping opportunities. Husbands, sons and boyfriends would be hard at work in the fields, orchards, woods and hop fields that surrounded the hamlet or working in Tenterden in the brewery, shops and small factories. Older folk would be sitting on the bench outside the Crown Inn the only tavern smoking their pipes. 

Many residents had their doors knocked by the strange pair that afternoon. The housewives were accosted as they put their washing out or were chatting to their neighbours while the men in the fields leaned on their tools for a few seconds to watch them walk by laden with their bundles. Sarah Appleyard was the wife of the St Michaels schoolmaster and lived with her husband in the school house. She happened to be looking out her front window at about 4pm and spotted two strange swarthy men, one older with a tiny moustache and the other only a young lad, both wearing red fez’s walking down the road from the direction of the church. They were quite a sight and not the usual passerby. At first she thought they were vagabonds as they were carrying large bundles but as they got nearer decided they must be hawkers. She aware there were many door-to-door foreign sellers wandering the countryside who could be a nuisance sometimes and she guessed they would be soon walking up to her front door. But surprisingly they sauntered passed her gate and she noticed their red waist sashes. She immediately thought them to be Turkish. They headed in the direction of the main village, and she was relieved that she would not have to turn them away. 

Just down the road was an area of allotments and 28-year-old farm labourer William Roberts, who lived in Yew Tree cottages, was tending his plot helped by a friend, It bordered the main road and just after 4pm they too saw Iddir and Ben Ali approaching and his friend shouted out good humouredly, “Here comes the Russians,” and chuckled. The two hawkers took it in good spirit, nodded and gave them a smile and continued through the hamlet offering their wares to anyone they passed and headed back to Tenterden. 

18-year-old Gwendoline Cole, a school teacher, lived at 2 Beacon Oak Road a few hundred yards from the high street and was going into town on an errand at 5pm and came across Iddir and Ben Ali resting on a bench situated on the main road into town at the bottom of her road. They called out to her asking if
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