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London, England.  The River Thames, the Houses of Parliament, St Paul’s Cathedral.  Docklands, with its shiny glass offices and apartments resplendently reflecting the excess and, let’s be honest, tastelessness of the eighties and nineties.  London - the West End, black cabs and red Routemaster buses.

But like every major conurbation of the world, there are other sides to this great city.  Yes, there are the rich quarters:  Chelsea, Hampstead, Barnes... and the poor bits where it is best not to roam the streets at night, unless you know your way around:  Wood Green, Edmonton, Tottenham, Graham Park, Peckham, Harlesden.  These are the place that don’t appear on the tourist maps.

It is not all black and white, however.  Not everything is either dangerous or glorious. London has more than its fair share of suburbs; the nice ones like Pinner and Hatch End, and some rather tedious ones – Chigwell and Cockfosters come to mind.  But the least known parts of London, to outsiders at least, are in the South East of the city.  Bexley, Bromley, Sidcup, parts of Croydon.  So out of the way that, although just a dozen miles from the hub of England’s capital city, even the tube lines ignore them.

And in one small part of that region of London: Barnehurst, in the county of Kent, anonymity takes on even greater proportions.  It’s claim to fame?  Teddy Sheringham, one time England soccer forward plays snooker there.  Former heavyweight boxing champ Lennox Lewis spent his early years in nearby Bexleyheath, as did singer Kate Bush.  After those semi-stars, alumni begin to get very thin on the ground.

But one name briefly thrust Barnehurst into the eyes of the world for fifteen minutes of notoriety a decade ago. A young woman, Maria Boyne, committed a crime so savage, so merciless, and so stupid that the newspapers and TV media fed like frenzied sharks on the titbits that emerged from the sordid event.

A part of the horror of Boyne’s crime came about because it contrasted so sharply with the mundanity of the suburban streets in which it took place.  Barnehurst had, like much of that part of London, suffered at the hands of the Luftwaffe in the second world war.  Vast areas were laid flat as planes targeted the nearby East End of London.  The resulting 1950s housing was put up quickly, and with little regard to the older properties that still remained.  Architecture there is, at best, a mis-matched mix. The borough today is a series of straight streets, with mostly terraced and semi-detached housing.  Just the occasional Crescent or Close breaks the tedium of Barnehurst’s appearance.

The terraced home Maria Boyne shared with her husband was to be found in one of the most ordinary parts of the ordinary district.  A long, straight road with not a touch of greenery in sight.  Most small front yards were concreted over, to provide parking for the owners’ cars. But although small, the Boyne’s house was well kept and as smart as was possible.  That was mostly down to the husband in the family, Graham.  Certainly, the blood that spattered the walls one night in 2008 added little to the décor.

Maria Boyne found schooling difficult.  She left with little in the way of qualifications, which was in large part down to having an extremely low IQ.  Her score of 62 meant that she slotted into the ‘mildly impaired’ category, being among the bottom one to two per cent nationally when it came to intellectual ability.  What she would later do in a failed attempt to cover up the murder of her husband reflected that absence of intelligence.

But if her academic performance was somewhat lacking, Maria Boyne had learned other ways of getting what she wanted.  She was wily and manipulative, and, it seemed completely lacking in moral fibre.

She married young, and by the turn of the millennium, aged just twenty two, she already had a daughter.  A couple of years later, her son also came along.  But the domestic bliss of family life never exerted a great hold over the young woman.  And when Graham, a TV engineer, lost his job in 2004, sympathy for his plight was in short supply.

A marriage based on uncertain foundations began a descent that would end in murder.  Unable to cope with the ignominy of unemployment, Graham began to drink heavily.  It was the trigger his wife needed to look elsewhere for her relationships.  While Graham took responsibility for the two children, managed the house and sought to bring himself back into the employment market, she looked away from their family home in her search for love.

Whether or not she found it is hard to say.  Certainly, a series of affairs followed; some were casual, perhaps better described as short lived flings.  Others took on a more long term feel, and there were periods where Maria moved out of the family home.

Meanwhile, Graham began to get over the shock of the loss of his job.  He threw himself into the children; it was he who took them to school; Dad was the one who did their laundry, took them to the park (one of the few open spaces in Barnehurst).  It was Graham who read them their night time story, cuddled up together under a blanket on the sofa.  He did it all alone.

And through this, Graham managed to get his own career back on track, finding employment once more working as a repairman for electrical goods, especially televisions.  Whether she understood the consequences of her actions is hard to assess for a woman with such a low IQ, but Maria continued her relationships outside of marriage.  She began to spend days away from the marital home.  Soon the days would turn into weeks.

For Graham, it was as though history was repeating itself.  He had been married before he met Maria, but that relationship had ended in disaster when his then wife ran off with his best friend.  Graham was eleven years older than Maria – he would be 41 at the time of his death – and it seemed that whatever he tried he could not get through to his current wife.  Even after he had found work once more and cut back his drinking to moderate levels, she continued to look outside of her marriage.

The children inevitably suffered.  Their son, still an infant, grew up with his mother a fleeting figure in his life.  She was there for a month, away for a week.  There for a week, away for a day.  Their daughter, a little older and more aware, became intensely close to Graham.  It was he who provided the security in their young lives.

Abandoning her duties as a parent seemed of little import to Maria.  Personal enjoyment was what she sought.  Whether she was able to find satisfaction in her various affairs is something only she knows, but she carried them on regardless of whatever, if any, guilt she experienced.

Indeed, such was her selfishness that she often missed her children’s birthdays.  The young ones would ask after mummy, and Graham would seek to find some reason to excuse her absence.  Children are adaptable beings, but having mum absent, especially for such important events as birthdays, must have taken its toll.

Into the breach she left, though, stepped the children’s grandparents, Graham’s mother and father.  Grandad Michael said of Graham: ‘We were very proud of our son.  He was hardworking, conscientious and very sociable.’

It was the retired couple who looked after the children when Graham had to work, who became surrogate parents when Maria was away.  

Meanwhile, Maria Boyne was happy to spread around her unhappiness with her husband.  She told whoever was prepared to listen – or could not escape her self-serving bleats – that she was fed up with him.  That he was the only thing stopping her life from being better.  That she wished he was dead.

Certainly, during the times she was at home, a pretence was maintained of a happy relationship.  But for Maria that was a facade just for the children.  However, it was one in which Graham was happy to believe as much as he could.  The kisses for her kids, perhaps as they sat on the sofa listening to dad’s stories, were followed by kisses for Graham.  That Maria perpetuated this idea of nothing being wrong may have been down to her lack of intelligence.  Equally, it could easily be that she had no empathy with the heartache she caused to those she was meant to love.  Including her children.

Then, in 2007, Maria met and began a relationship with a much younger man.  Gary McGinley was just twenty three at the time.  He worked as a warehouseman, a low paid manual job in one of the numerous industrial sites that litter the suburban areas of South East London.  Like his lover, McGinley too suffered from a very low IQ.

For Maria, it was an opportunity to employ that wily cunning which she used as a cover for her own lack of comprehension regarding much that went on around her.  She drew McGinley into her web and manipulated him for her own ends.  Although, it is hard to argue against the claim that McGinley was a willing target for her dubious charms.  Spending more and more time together, Maria became an even more infrequent resident of her home than she had been before.

But although she made no attempt to hide her infidelity from Graham, he was always ready to take her back, to forgive her transgressions.  He was desperate to see his children grow up with their mum present.  He longed for the sort of relationship his parents shared.  His unfulfilled dream of a strong, stable and loving partnership blinded him to the sly and cunning wife that was his lot.

Soon, Maria was pregnant once more.  This time, the father was not Graham, but Gary McGinley.  For the young woman, it was the push she needed to seek the end of her marriage.  She took advice about getting a divorce.  Abandoning her husband is bad enough.  Stepping away from her children, becoming even more of a long distance mum than she already was is even worse.  But Maria Boyne once more demonstrated the intense selfishness that marked her life.

She told everybody who fell in earshot that her life was on the up.  She was pregnant with the man she loved, she was sick of Graham Boyne, and the only thing that was standing in the way of her complete happiness was that he retained the family home.  It was the asset she wanted, somewhere to share with her new boyfriend.

Indeed, materially the married couple did not have much.  Maria worked very little, and inconsistently.  Graham’s job was poorly paid.  Beyond the family home, itself mortgaged, they had few possessions, and those they did have held minimal value.  It was the home that Maria wanted and, as with all the desires she developed in life, if she wanted it, she determined to get it.  As before, the cost that others would endure as she sought to get her own way figured little in her thinking.

She decided that, since Graham would not abandon the children, since he would not move out of the home and hand it over to her, she would take it some other way.

A campaign of intimidation began, driven by Maria but enacted by Gary.  Threatening phone messages were left. ‘Do you have a problem?’ was found mysteriously and inexplicably on the answering machine of Graham’s cell phone.  

Then, one day, Gary turned up at the family home.  He had Maria’s keys, and just let himself in.  With his children in bed, and keen to avoid any scene that would cause them distress, Graham intercepted his wife’s lover, and told him to leave the home.

Gary would not go.  ‘I’ve come to collect her things,’ he said.  Graham would not budge.  There was no way he was going to allow this man to rummage through their bedroom, go upstairs in their house while his children slept in their own rooms next door.

He accused Gary of breaking in to the house.  The other man simply waved Maria’s keys in the older man’s face.  Graham told him to leave once more.  Then matters suddenly turned violent.  Gary seized his lover’s husband around the neck, threw him against a wall and hit him in the face.  But Graham was not to be intimidated.  He fought back, striking his assailant in the face.  

Gary fell back and like all bullies, decided that if the person he was attempting to intimidate was going to stand up to him, then he would be the one to back away.  He left the home, empty handed.

Maria was furious.  She decided there and then that the only way to get her hands on the family home was to get Graham out of the picture permanently.  Her initial plan was to poison her husband by force feeding him with sleeping pills.  But such a plan needs intelligence to execute, resourcefulness to enact.  Poisoning seems a straightforward crime yet even getting her hands on such pills would prove hard enough, without then delivering them in a way her husband would take.

No, Maria Boyne would instead revert to the usual approach she employed when she wanted something.  She would use her looks and her body.  She would take advantage of the gullibility of her husband, and his basic goodwill.  She contacted Graham, telling him that she was coming home, and they had to talk.  She urged him to get the children out of the house for the night, so they could speak undisturbed.  His parents were happy to help.

She returned to the home in Parkside Road and said that she had come to talk.  She poured her husband a glass of whiskey, taking one herself.  She said that she had been wrong to walk out and now she wanted to come back home.  Graham was completely prepared to accept this.  It was what he wanted, and he was a good man, one to whom forgiveness came naturally.  He did not know that his wife had spent the afternoon shacked up in a nearby Holiday Inn having sex with McGinley.

Soon, under the effect of the alcohol and the surge of serotonin that had flooded his brain as he thought that his marriage could be back on track, he was upstairs.  Then he was laying on the bed, naked, awaiting his wife’s attention.  But while the removal of his clothes was intended as a forerunner to celebratory sex for his wife coming home, as Maria slowly removed her own garments her intention was much less well meant.  What she was about to perform on her husband would be messy.  The results would be gruesome, and bloody.  It would help her cause if that blood was kept from her clothing.  Upstairs she had hidden two knives.  One of these was a vicious, ornamental product that her lover owned, the sort of knife young men like to buy to prove their manhood.  Something to impress their friends and show that they are not to be messed with.  

The other was more mundane; a kitchen knife, long bladed.  She turned her back to Graham as he lay longingly on the bed.  She picked up the small, ornamental knife, turned, hiding it behind her, and seductively approached her waiting husband.  And as she began to climb on top of him, and he closed his eyes in anticipation, she swung the knife, penetrating him time and again.  As the frenzied attack continued she returned to the dressing table to seize the larger knife which she plunged into Graham’s body several more times.  Soon, he was dead.  Police would later see thirty one separate stab wounds inflicted up him during the vicious attack.

And as, spattered in his blood, she moved away from his body, she had one more duty to perform on the man she had sworn to love until death parted them.  Graham owned little of any worth, but he liked to wear a gold chain around his neck.  It was not especially valuable, worth a few hundred dollars at most, but it was all he had.  She grabbed it in her bloody hands and tore it from his neck.

Her husband was dead, it was time to celebrate, and that necklace would pay for her celebrations.  Accounts begin to differ at this point.  According to Gary McGinley Maria returned from her murderous visit in a hysterical condition.  She is alleged to have phoned her boyfriend from the matrimonial home, crying and irrational, and McGinley then travelled out to pick her up from the terraced house.

‘Maria was upset and crying,’ he said later. ‘She said she killed Graham.  She looked in a terrible state.  She was crying and she seemed in a bad way.’

‘I didn’t believe her at first,’ he went on. ‘But then I saw the blood on her hands.  I went into the house and she was screaming “What have I done?”  She said she was going to kill herself.’  Indeed, she would later rely in court on a claim that she had suffered some kind of ‘brain frenzy’, and had acted in a way that was both out of control and out of character.  However, other evidence suggested that her actions had been carefully planned.

She had picked a time when the children were not at home; she had told friends that she wanted the house and she wanted her husband dead.  She had stolen his necklace.  There were no reports of a hysterical woman screaming on the sidewalk made by either neighbours or passers-by.  Barnehurst might be a dead end area of London, but it is a part of that busy city nevertheless. Things would be quiet at 1.00  a.m, but not silent.  Cars would still pass, people would be returning from the local bars or from the West End.  They lived on a fairly main thoroughfare.  It is hard to imagine that a hysterical woman would not be heard or seen.

The reason for stealing the necklace became apparent soon as well.  In a few hours, when the shops opened, Maria pawned it for £220.  On the way to doing that, she stopped at a supermarket by the river, close to the M25 motorway which skirts London as an elongated circular traffic jam.  There, she threw the murder weapon into the Thames.  Next, it was on to the run down East End district of Dartford, there to pawn the necklace, and then on to Southend.

That is a quintessential East Coast holiday town.  In fact, its proper name is Southend on Sea, but the ‘on Sea’ part is a bit of a misnomer.  While the town might lie on the coast of the county of Essex, the ‘sea’ in question is in fact the Thames Estuary.  The pier that projects into it – the world’s longest, as the town is proud to boast – sits in sand banks, silt and mud, more than fresh flowing ocean.

In the 1920s right through to the 1960s, perhaps later, it was one of the towns where Londoners descended for a day out or, if they were too poor for somewhere better, a week away.  Just forty miles from the city, it could be reached by train or car.  Along with the likes of the evocatively named Clacton, Margate and Canvey Island, this is a town where winkle sellers line the promenade, offering cockles and jellied eels among their wares.  Seaside rock, pink and sweet, and with ‘Southend’ emblazoned through its length fights for space in the sea front gift shops with cheap ashtrays covered in fuzzy photos or commemorative mugs.  Fish and chip shops, and cafes with Formica table and sauce encrusted bottles attract customers for sausage, chips and beans.  They are the sort of places which, for the sake of clarity, specify the quantity of food customers might receive, ‘Sausages (2), Egg and Chips’ being a typical entry on the menu.  

When Americans visit London, Southend on Sea probably doesn’t feature on their itinerary.  It should.  And while it is probably best to avoid being there on a Friday or Saturday night, especially in the blood and puke strewn town centre, to get a true flavour of the England of a not too glorious or distant past, it cannot be beaten.

This was the town to which Maria Boyne and Gary McGinley headed after the murder of Graham Boyne.  With £220 burning a hole in their pocket, they could afford a night in a run down bed and breakfast guest house, almost certainly with a shared bathroom and hot and cold water in every room, the aspiration of every would-be hostelry in towns such as Southend.  Enough of the money would be left for some shopping and they could still return to London with spare cash in their pockets.  The allegedly distraught woman and her supposedly anxious partner were described by the guest house’s owner as ‘laughing and carefree’ during their stay.

But the trip was cut short.  Maria Boyne was contacted by her sister, who said that the police were looking for her.  She decided that they must return to London.  In fact, the police had been looking for most of the day.

After she murdered her husband, she was spotted leaving the home at around 6.30 am by a neighbour, putting to bed McGinley’s claim that he had collected her at 1.00am.  It also contradicted his assertion that he had wanted to call an ambulance in the early hours, but had not because his lover had said it would lead her to ‘kill herself’.  

However, despite a search police had not been able to find her, and so had got in touch with family members.

The police had been contacted after Graham’s father had unexpectedly called on his son.  The discovery of his boy’s naked body covered in blood and clearly murdered was an enormous shock.  Even worse was that he and his wife had to tell their grandchildren of the news.

‘We had to find a lot of courage within ourselves to tell the children their father had been killed and their mummy was in prison with Gary, having been accused of killing him,’ he later told the court.

Graham’s daughter was heartbroken. The eight year old had, said Michael Boyne: ‘run round the house inconsolable.  She said she wanted to die so she could be with her daddy.’  Meanwhile, Graham’s son asked, ‘Will my daddy ever come back?’

To Michael, the murder was beyond comprehension. ‘The marriage was on the rocks,’ he said, ‘but my son thought the world of her, despite her many affairs.’

Gary McGinley’s reason for not calling either the police or an ambulance when he discovered what Maria had done was, as far as such an act can be, intended as honourable.  ‘She said she did it for us,’ he maintained. ‘It made me feel guilty.’

That sympathy for the mother of his unborn child was vastly misplaced.  It would not be long before Maria was pinning the murder of her husband firmly at her boyfriend’s door.

Her first story to police was so ludicrous that it soon fell apart.  She said that a stranger had come to their door in the early hours of the morning, had headed upstairs and killed Graham.  He had then left.  As to why she had not called the police or an ambulance, and why the following day she had abandoned the body and headed for a night of passion in Southend on Sea, she had no answer.  In fact, it later emerged that she thought the body would take much longer to be discovered, and by being seen in Southend she would have an alibi.

As soon as her initial story fell apart, Maria Boyne switched the blame for the crime squarely onto the shoulders of her boyfriend, claiming it was he who had killed her husband.  At the same time, she attempted to gain some sympathy by suggesting that it was support for him that stopped her from reporting the felony.

‘I was protecting Gary because he was the father of my unborn baby and I felt scared,’ she said.

Eight months after the April 24th 2008 murder, the case came to trial.  Both Gary McGinley and Maria Boyne found themselves in the dock.

Michael Boyne and his wife, Joan, followed the case carefully, Michael appearing as a witness since he was the man who found the body.  During the trial he gave an insight into the devastation Maria Boyne’s act had caused to the family: ‘Our lives have been torn apart and the children cannot comprehend how anyone would have wanted to harm their daddy.  Since that day, we have had to come to terms with the fact that we will never see him or hear his voice again.  We were very proud of our son.’

When it came to a verdict, the jury were clear.  They dismissed the charges against Gary McGinley, but were unanimous in finding Maria Boyne guilty of her husband’s murder.  Judge Paul Worsley sentenced her to life in prison, which in real terms equated to twenty four years behind bars.

The judge said of the victim: ‘He was the father of your two young children and long suffering and forgiving of your repeated infidelities with different men,  He took you back when you chose to return to him and your children.’

Referring to Boyne, he concluded:  ‘You intended to get your hands on the house and do whatever it took to achieve that aim.  You were also motivated by sex and selfishness.’

So, a good man was dead and two children effectively orphaned.  But the tragedy did not stop there.  It was Michael and Joan who took on the responsibility of looking after the two young kids.  It was, of course, Michael who discovered his murdered son’s body.  It was he who went through the trauma of giving evidence in court.

The stress proved too much for him.  Towards the end of the trial, he felt too ill to attend court.  He was discovered collapsed at home later.  He died at 11.00 am the following day.  Another victim could be legitimately laid at the door of Maria Boyne.
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