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About the Book

In December 1968 two girls – Mary Bell, eleven, and Norma Bell, thirteen (neighbours, but not related) – stood before a criminal court in Newcastle, accused of strangling, within a six-week period, Martin Brown, four years old, and Brian Howe, three. Norma was acquitted. Mary Bell, the younger but infinitely more sophisticated and cooler of the two, was found guilty of manslaughter rather than murder because of ‘diminished responsibility’ and was sentenced to ‘detention’ for life. Step by step, the extraordinary murders, the events surrounding them, the alternately bizzare and nonchalant behaviour of the two girls, their brazen offers to help the distraught families of the dead boys, the police work that led to their apprehension, and the trial itself are grippingly re-created in this rare-study of the wanton murder of child by child. What emerges with equal force is the inability of society to anticipate such events and to take adequate steps once disaster has struck.
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Gitta Sereny is of Hungarian-Austrian extraction and is trilingual in English, French and German. During the Second World War she became a social worker, caring for war damaged children in France. She gave hundreds of lectures in schools and colleges in America and, when the war ended, she worked as a Child Welfare Officer in UNRRA displaced persons’ camps in Germany. In 1949 she married the American Vogue photographer Don Honeyman and settled in London, where they brought up a son and a daughter and where she began her career as a journalist.

Her journalistic work is of great variety but has focused particularly on the Third Reich and troubled children. She has written mainly for the Daily Telegraph Magazine, the Sunday Times, The Times, the Independent and the Independent on Sunday Review. She has also contributed to numerous newspapers and magazines throughout the world.

Her other books are The Medallion, a novel; The Invisible Children, on child prostitution; Into that Darkness, on Franz Stangl, commandant of the Treblinka extermination camp; and, forthcoming, a biographical re-evaluation of Albert Speer. Gitta Sereny died in June 2012.


“. . . As more exposed to suffering and distress;

Thence also, more alive to tenderness.”
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PREFACE TO THE PIMLICO EDITION

When I first saw Mary Bell, on 5 December 1968, the opening day of her trial at the Newcastle upon Tyne Assizes, I was there to report for the Daily Telegraph Magazine. I had recently undertaken to write a book on cruelty to children, and this strange case of the alleged murder by two girls, one thirteen, the other eleven, of two small boys, one four and one three, seemed a possible extreme example of cruelty by child to child.

But as I sat through the nine days of the trial, my purpose changed. In Court and in the press, Mary Bell was called a “fiend” and a “Svengali”. The Court would decide that she—and basically she alone—had committed the murders, and when the other child was acquitted, the whole country seemed to breathe a sigh of relief. The older girl being found innocent created an equation acceptable and even welcome to society: fate, or some terrible wrath of God, had produced a freak: one monstrous child, a “bad seed”, the uniqueness of whose evil could be seen as confirming the probity and virtue of society at large.

My difficulty, almost from the first day, was that I could not believe it. I had, very quickly, met the families of the little boys who had been killed and their pain was atrocious to see. And, of course, I knew that one or both of the girls had killed four-year-old Martin and three-year-old Brian. But somehow I could not associate the concept of evil with Mary Bell. In the context of the events, the suffering of the small boys’ parents, and the anger, not to say panic, in the media, there was one, to me overriding, impression I knew I would not be able to express in the articles I was commissioned to write. But it was precisely this impression that would change my original plan and would bring me to write this book. This feeling, much easier to describe today when, twenty-six years later, we have lived through the violent Jamie Bulger murder, was that the murder of the two little boys in Newcastle was not at all an illustration of cruelty by child to child.

There was a strange absence of violence in those murders which—and this is what one could not say at the time—were carried out, it seemed to me, almost with tenderness. This inversion, even perversion of emotion, I know, is as frightening as anger, and in these circumstances perhaps even more puzzling. But somehow I could not reconcile it with evil: to me, this strange, intelligent and isolated child just seemed horribly hurt.

Twenty-six years later, in Preston, at the “Bulger trial”, as it became known all over the world, we would find striking parallels but equally significant disparities.

Here too, two ten-year-old boys had accused each other of kidnapping and torture, but both denied having initiated the killing. The vast difference, however, was that in this case the victim was a child only just out of babyhood, entirely unknown to either of the boys, and was killed, not as a dreadful “game”, not out of some aberrant sense of curiosity, but with a ferocity really beyond human understanding. Not surprisingly, perhaps, in the absence of any explanation whatsoever, the vox populi, yet again, decried the two child perpetrators as “evil”.

There were further parallels between these two cases, almost three decades apart. The most important one (because of which my publishers and I have decided to add my report on the Bulger case—written in February 1994 for the Independent on Sunday Review—as an annexe to this book) is the total bewilderment which the court and jury in both these significant cases manifested when they were confronted with the children’s testimonies.

This “bewilderment” was and is symptomatic of the unfitness of that formal venue for the trial of children, even for murder. And the identical reactions of the court and public opinion in 1968 and 1993 also demonstrated how terribly little we have learned in a quarter of a century, how little progress we have made.

In 1968, I had become increasingly concerned each day of Mary Bell’s trial about the incomprehension and the partisanship of the Judge. In 1993, even though the Judge in the “Bulger case” was infinitely more knowledgeable and professional, and clearly aware of the deficiencies in the proceedings, his actions and decisions were inevitably determined by the system he served. For me, sitting through an almost exact replica of the 1968 trial, much of it had a distressing quality of déjà vu. And during the breaks and the sixteen evenings of the trial days, I found, yet again, that every lawyer, every court official, virtually every police officer and every member of the media I spoke with, had grave misgivings about the case and, yes, the venue of the trial.

In Newcastle, Brian Roycroft, one of the finest social workers in the country, took over as Children’s Officer in the summer of 1968. Not long afterwards he became Director of Social Services and, thanks to him, I received enormous help from all who worked there.

In Liverpool, where the police and voluntary organizations readily responded to me, the local authority social workers and the teachers were, not surprisingly perhaps, officially gagged.

But even where officials consented to speak—in 1968 and in 1993—what they voiced were private opinions: officially, unlike capital cases involving children in other Western countries (or proceedings in the far more knowledgeable and enlightened Juvenile or Family Courts in Britain), no-one was allowed to seek the reasons for these tragedies.

“Due process” in British High Courts allows only the facts of the case to be presented: and according to these facts—which certainly established that eleven-year-old Mary Bell in 1968, and Robert Thompson and Jonathan Venables in 1993, had killed—there was no reason, and so these children, who had most certainly committed evil deeds, were stamped “evil” and tried, convicted and sentenced as adults.

So first in 1968 in this book about Mary Bell, and then again in 1994 in the articles about the boys who killed Jamie Bulger (which are reprinted at the end of this book), I decided to ask the questions a British Court is not in a position to ask, and to protest against a judicial system which is totally outdated.

How, first of all, can it be right to subject young children to the awesome formality of a jury trial? How can a jury be expected to understand the thought processes, the emotions or language of children? How can it be justifiable in the last half—now the last decade—of the twentieth century, to deny children, who have committed the ultimate crime and therefore presumably gone through an ultimate trauma, immediate access to some kind of therapy—this on the pretext that if they were allowed contact with psychiatrists for any other reason than to establish their capacity to distinguish between right and wrong, it could “contaminate the evidence”?

Indeed, unless we continue to subscribe to the antediluvian concept of evil birth, do we need psychiatrists to inform us that a child who kills does so because it has suffered profoundly disturbing experiences and is in fact a sick child?

Let me state swiftly here that I do not subscribe to the thesis that all criminals are sick and in need of hospitalization rather than imprisonment. I think there are greedy, dishonest and brutal people about, and when they commit crimes they must be punished. There are also mad people around—the Yorkshire Ripper and Ian Brady, to name only two—and even though it is only too possible that childhood experiences have caused or at least contributed to their abnormalities of mind, I have no hesitation in saying that they should be permanently restrained from contact with society.

It is possible that this could apply to a child; it is possible for children to be sufficiently hurt to be damaged for life. But an enlightened society cannot presuppose this. An enlightened society, it seems to me, has to believe in the essential guiltlessness of children. And if a child’s intrinsic goodness fails, then this enlightened society must surely ask the question why.

Why should a child want to kill another child it has no obvious grudge against, or does not even know? Where does the fantasy, which no doubt underlies this act, begin, and why? And what causes, forces or enables a child to take that fatal step from fantasy to enactment?

In the case of the two boys who killed James Bulger—and we will not know for a long time which of the two was the moving force in this awful act—we now know, which the Court did not, that both of them had for years gone through profoundly upsetting childhood experiences. Unhappily, they found each other at a dangerous critical time in both their lives and, supporting each other, together breached that fatal line which neither would probably ever have crossed on his own.

The parallel with the case of Mary Bell is evident, though there it was clear that her co-defendant, two years older and much loved by her family, was mentally fragile, and that clever little Mary, emotionally abused for years by a seriously disturbed mother, was the leader.

The mystery in both these cases is, how was it possible that relatives and neighbours, teachers and social workers had not recognized the danger, had not understood that these were children approaching a crisis point?

I found in many people I met in Newcastle, and then in Liverpool, an extraordinary collective sense of guilt and unease. In 1968–69, there was little compassion for Mary Bell, and in 1993–94 virtually none for Robert Thompson and Jon Venables.

Nonetheless, in retrospect, there was in both these pivotal cases a public awareness that an undefined failure of—or deficiency in—society had contributed to these dreadful events.

All of Mary Bell’s family (as well as, later, the immediate families of the two Liverpool boys) were fully aware of what I was doing. All the information I have about Mary’s family life (and, later, that of Robert Thompson and Jon Venables) was given to me by relatives motivated only by a desire to help, and who showed great courage and honesty in doing so. Mary’s mother, who was the principal source of all her troubles, not unexpectedly rejected every opportunity to tell me her own story. And Mary’s maternal grandmother, in an impossible conflict of loyalties, understandably added only marginally to this account. (It is, I think, of considerable significance in a comparison of the two cases, in terms of their nature and the place and time in which they occurred, that while Mary Bell’s extended family stood firm in mutual support throughout and after these events, Jon Venables’s parents and Robert Thompson’s mother were deserted by practically all their relatives and most of their friends.)

In these pages I criticize the provisions which were eventually made for Mary Bell. The authorities involved have always known of my misgivings and it was therefore all the more to their credit that they co-operated with me on a number of occasions, including inviting me to conferences at the Home Office and enabling me repeatedly to visit the unit where Mary was held. It would be very wrong if my remarks here led to the impression, even at this late date, that there was ever even the slightest element of indifference in the official attitude toward Mary Bell. On the contrary, considering the number of children whose needs were just as pressing as hers, her case received throughout an extraordinary amount of attention and consideration.

Twenty-six years on, things have regressed rather than progressed. We live in an age where neither parents, schools, churches, nor for that matter police are willing or able to exercise authority. Parents are too busy or too depressed; teachers are over-extended and unsupported by parents; churches have become largely irrelevant to the young; and the British police—once upon a time a model for the whole world—are seen as a penalizing rather than as a supportive body. The life of human beings in this last decade of the century is not ruled by thought, or morality, but almost entirely by economics; by money despairingly earned and, ever more of it, desperately needed; by money controlled—given or refused—by what has become a much too powerful and entirely materialistic state, and by values which, largely dictated by money, are reflected in much we read, and see on the ever-present screen.

Within this atmosphere of having and needing, our children exist in a moral void. Shoplifting and car-thieving are considered a sport by children as young as seven; burglary is becoming a profession for young teenagers; violent child criminality, much of it drug-related, is ever increasing, and the only solution the government of the day has presently found is the creation of five secure training units which, staffed by private security firms appointed after competitive tendering, will attempt to re-educate, or “train” as they are calling it, about 200 “persistent young offenders” between 12 and 14 years old.

While I am not as horrified as some experts in penal reform at the idea of possibly quite tough educational and work-training centres for kids who have come to reject all structure, the very idea of allowing semi- or non-experienced personnel anywhere near either the re-education or supervision of child offenders is highly questionable. Furthermore, changing the Criminal Justice Bill in order to allow the government to create punitive provisions for two hundred youngsters seems yet again a purely political gesture when what is needed are enlightened re-education facilities probably for several thousand rather than a few hundred.

In the final analysis, however, it is society itself, through the family framework on which its stability rests, that needs strengthening and safeguarding, in each instance from the moment a child is born. The offending child is a symbol of family—and more than that, of societal—breakdown.

Cases such as Mary Bell’s, and now the one of the boys who killed James Bulger, are the extreme; they are, one might say, the expression of ultimate anger, the final cry for help.

But, in the wake of the huge outcry following the murder of James Bulger, it is important to point out, once again, that these cases are so far very rare. Over the past two and a half centuries, there have been 27 recorded cases in Britain of children under fourteen killing other children, and four more who killed adults. This is no more than one such case per decade and the incidence in other Western European countries is about the same. But it is true that as family pressures continue to intensify and other cases of child violence proliferate, these extreme cases are likely to increase too. And it is shameful that Britain, which led the world in radical social reforms following World War II, today limps behind most Western nations in resources for children’s psychiatric and social services, and that the British judicial system, with regard to capital crime committed by children, has remained unchanged for centuries, almost as if we still lived in the age when children were whipped and hanged.

Twenty-five years ago, when I decided to undertake this book, I did so with considerable reluctance. I was profoundly conscious of the moral problems involved, not only in writing about someone who was still a child, but even more, in setting up a permanently available record of the unhappy circumstances of Mary Bell’s child-life which she herself—and, I already thought then, any children she might eventually have—would one day have to confront. But, the persistent incomprehension of Mary’s situation, demonstrated by the circumstances of her detention, persuaded me that nothing would help Mary then, and other children after her, except a public exposition of her case.

Some changes were eventually made, partly, I was told, as a result of public pressure after the publication of this story. Above all, the authorities determined never again to be found lacking in the provisions available for seriously disturbed children, and further secure units were set up, theoretically including psychiatric care.

But, as we saw again in Liverpool in 1993–94, it was all still too little and too late. The reason such tragedies happen is that there is still too much ignorance within families about how to live and how to love. And a state which is ruled by a dogma of non-interference in private lives—which, admittedly, of course, can save enormous sums of money—is showing ever less compassion for troubled adults, far too little care for troubled children, and entirely lacks the courage to separate children from parents when the relationship is manifestly destructive.

The fact is that, in a modern state at the end of the twentieth century, it should be impossible for social services to remain unaware of crises in crisis families; it should be impossible for children who behave conspicuously in school not to be noticed and attended to; it should be considered outrageous that either men or women caring for children on their own are not provided unstintingly with human and financial assistance.

Prevention of cases such as those described in this book is entirely dependent on knowledge: knowledge about relationships, between men and women, husbands and wives, parents and children, brothers and sisters, extended families and friends.

In both of the extreme cases I examine here, all these relationships, which normally nourish children’s lives, were limited, faulty, damaged or had broken down. All these children needed to leave home in order to be safe, and all of the immediate families needed intensive social-service—and psychiatric—help if they were to be equipped to care for their children.

In this book, both I hope a guideline and a warning, I describe as much of the relationships as possible, though necessarily seen through the eyes of involved adults.

Ultimately, however, the only people who can one day help us towards complete understanding and thereby allow us to come much closer to achieving means of prevention, are the “children” themselves. So far, this has never been tried.

In the case of Mary Bell, she was released from prison in 1980 when she was 23 and has since, though living “under licence” (supervision by the authorities), achieved, I think, a kind of triumph, by creating a normal life for herself. It is my hope that one day, soon, she and I will talk again. This time I will hope to learn from her directly rather than through others, what happened to and in her during the first ten years of her life, and during her twelve years of detention—the last two of which, it is worth noting, under the stewardship of a wise prison governor, were evidently of benefit to her. Then perhaps, with the help of this intelligent young woman who has managed to emerge comparatively safely on the other side of a kind of hell, only some of which was of her own making, we can achieve a further step along the rocky path to understanding.

And, although the acts committed by the two boys who murdered Jamie Bulger were somehow infinitely worse, perhaps ten or more years from now Robert Thompson and Jon Venables—if they are lucky enough to receive sensitive help in prison—will also have changed and grown sufficiently to understand themselves and to communicate this understanding to others.

It is only if we learn to understand the impulses which preceded the acts described in this book that we may, at some point in a more enlightened future, manage to eliminate the circumstances which in Britain alone, twenty-seven times during more than two centuries, have driven children to murder children.


PROLOGUE 

THE EIGHTH DAY of the trial at Newcastle Assizes was a cold, bleak day in December. It rained outside, the interminable mid-winter drizzle of the English north. The paneled courtroom—the central heating turned on to capacity “because of the children”—smelled of wet hair and wet winter coats. The room was packed but quiet. The lights were on, the faces of the onlookers as well as participants strained and pallid. The atmosphere was one of unease; the audience in the public gallery looked as if—no less than the jury—they were there out of necessity, not by choice.

“Members of the Jury,” Mr. Justice Cusack began his summing up. He sat on his throne-seat on the raised and blocked-off dais, in his white wig, red robe, and ermine; the High Sheriff in full regalia sat on his left, his Clerk in morning dress on his right. But he spoke quietly and slowly, in brief sentences, using familiar words and phrases. In a deliberate attempt to humanize and simplify the proceedings, he tried to bridge the gulf between himself and the Jury by speaking to them as man to man, as mind to mind.

It is an unpleasant thing for any Court to have to try a case in which it is alleged that two little boys, one aged three, the other aged four, lost their lives by murder. It is even more unpleasant and distasteful when it is alleged that the persons responsible are two girls respectively aged eleven and thirteen. . . .

The two girls, Mary, eleven, and Norma, thirteen, separated by two policewomen in plain clothes, sat not as is customary in the dock, but in the center of the Court, in the second row, behind their counsel, near their solicitors, in front of and within reach of their families. Their hair brushed shiny, their gaily colored cotton dresses always freshly washed and ironed, their cardigans spotless, they sat there, five and a half hours each day, throughout the trial. This was their duty, and their privilege; the law prescribes that the Accused hear all that is said for and against them; only this way can they protect themselves and be protected. Only this way can justice be preserved.

I have no doubt [continued Mr. Justice Cusack] that some people may feel that it is out of place to try girls of that age by Judge and Jury with all the formality of an Assize Court. But, leaving aside altogether for the moment the details of this case, it is an unfortunate fact of human experience, isn’t it, that quite young children can be wicked and sometimes even vicious. . . . Who, Members of the Jury, could hope to understand and assess the intricacies of this case and reach a fair judgement upon it, if they had not heard the evidence which you and I have listened to for so many days, and heard it probed and examined by advocates whose duty it is to place the facts fairly and squarely before the Court? I say these things to you so that you may understand why this trial takes place at all and in case you should be puzzled by it. It has had many painful aspects. It has had its distressing moments. But, distressing moments sometimes arise too in the trial of adults, because it is an unhappy thing that the Criminal Courts, for the most part, are not concerned with the successful things of life, but are concerned with life’s shadows.

Members of the Jury, the truth of the matter is this: that Parliament in making the Law has said that any child over ten years of age may be tried on a criminal charge. You and I are bound by the Law and we must administer that Law as it is and not as it might be if it were re-written, perhaps nearer to the heart’s desire. And you above all, in reaching your decisions, must be governed, not by hearts but by your heads, and that is an important thing to have in mind. There has been, of course, every kind of emotion in this case, and everybody who has listened to it, must have been subject to . . . astonishment, dismay, horror, pity. Put all that aside. Judge the case only on the facts as you find them to be, having listened to the evidence. Don’t be swayed either by sympathy for the two girls who are so young and find themselves on so serious a charge, or by sympathy for the parents and relations of those two little boys who lost their lives tragically, whoever or whatever may have been the cause of their deaths. . . . 


PART ONE

SUMMER 1968

IN THE EARLY afternoon of Saturday, 11 May 1968, the police and an ambulance were called to the Delaval Arms, a pub in the Scotswood district of Newcastle upon Tyne: a small boy, John G., aged three, had been found injured in the vicinity of the pub. The next morning the police took statements from two girls who had found him: Norma Joyce Bell, thirteen, and Mary Flora Bell, ten, who were neighbors but not related.

Norma Bell’s statement read:

I am 13 years of age and live with my mother and father at 68 Whitehouse Road, Newcastle-upon-Tyne. I attend Whickham View Benwell Lower School.

About 1.30 p.m. on Saturday, 11 May 1968, I was playing in the street with my friend Mary Bell and we met John G. We took him to the shop at the bottom of Delaval Road for some sweets. We then took him back to the top of the steps at Delaval Road/Whitehouse Road and told him to go home.

Mary and I then went and got some wood from the old houses in Coanwood Road and brought that home to our mothers.

We then went to play on the car park beside the Delaval Arms.

While we were playing there Mary told me that she could hear some shouts from the direction of the old sheds beside the Delaval Arms.

We went over the grass and through the wire fence and found John G. behind the sheds. He was bleeding from the head.

We jumped down and picked him up but could not lift him up onto the grass. We climbed back onto the grass and pulled him up by his hands.

We shouted to a man who was passing on Scotswood Road but he would not help. Then we saw another man on Scotswood Road and shouted for him and he carried John to the Delaval Arms where an ambulance and the Police were sent for.

I have never seen John playing down there before and I have never taken him down there.

signed: N. Bell

Taken at 68 Whitehouse Road between 11.30 a.m. and 11.55 a.m., 12 May 1968 by Sgt. 462 Thompson.

Mary Flora Bell’s statement read:

I am 10 years of age and attend Delaval Road Junior School. I live at 70 Whitehouse Road with my mother.

At 1.15 p.m. on Saturday, 11 May 1968, I left the house to play with my friend Norma Joyce Bell, 68 Whitehouse Road. We were playing in the street when we met John G., 60 Whitehouse Road. He started to cry so Norma and I took him to the shop at the corner of Delaval Road and St Margaret’s Road to get some sweets.

Norma got him some sweets and we took him to the steps at Whitehouse Road and told him to go home.

We then left him and went to the empty houses in Coanwood Road to collect sticks. We got some sticks and took them home to our mothers.

We then went to Vickers Armstrong Car Park beside the Delaval Arms and started to play. While we were playing I heard John shouting ‘May’ and ‘Norma’. This seemed to be coming from the empty sheds next to the Delaval Arms.

We went through the grass and through the fence and found John staggering around behind the sheds. He had bleeding from his head and had been sick all over his coat.

We jumped down and tried to get him up onto the grass but could not, so climbed back up and took hold of his hands and lifted him up onto the grass.

We shouted to a man who was passing along Scotswood Road but he would not help. Then another man was walking along Scotswood Road and we shouted to him. This man took John to the Delaval Arms where an ambulance and the Police were sent for.

I don’t know how John got down behind the sheds, I have never taken him there to play before.

signed: Mary Bell

Taken at 70 Whitehouse Road between 10.40 and 11 a.m., 12 May 1968 by Sgt. 462 Thompson.

That same evening, 12 May 1968 at 9:30 P.M., Mrs. Watson of 48 Woodlands Crescent, Newcastle upon Tyne 5, made a complaint to the police alleging that her daughter Pauline, aged seven, and two friends, Cindy Hepple, six, and Susan Cornish, six, that afternoon between 4:30 and five P.M., in the sandpit of the Woodlands Crescent Nursery, had been assaulted by one of two older girls: Norma Joyce Bell, aged thirteen, or Mary Flora Bell, aged ten. The blotches on both sides of Pauline’s neck—she said later—remained visible for three days.

In a statement taken the next day by Police Sergeant A. Lindgren and Woman Police Constable I. Charlton at the Watsons’ home, Pauline Watson said that at about 4:30 P.M., Sunday 12 May 1968, she had gone to the Nursery at the end of Woodlands Crescent with Cindy Hepple, Wendy Hepple, and Susan Cornish, and that two big girls had come in.

The smallest one of the two girls told me to get out of the sandpit [she said]. I said no. She put her hands around my neck and squeezed hard. The bigger girl was behind the hut, playing. The girl took her hands off my neck and she did the same to Susan. Me, Cindy and Susan all ran home. The girl who squeezed my neck had short dark hair. I don’t know this girl and had not seen her before.

At 4:30 P.M. on 13 May, Woman Police Constable Jean Birkett took a statement from Norma Joyce Bell:

I am 13 years of age and I live at 68 Whitehouse Road, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, with mam, dad, five sisters and five brothers. I go to Whickham View (Lower) School and I am in Class 5.

After tea (about 4.40 p.m.) yesterday, Sunday 12 May 1968, I went with Mary Bell who lives next door, up to Woodstock Road to see some hens that were up there. We stayed up there for a while and then we came back down home. Then we went along to the Nursery to play. We were playing inside the fence that was around the Nursery. There were two other girls there. One was called Pauline Watson but I don’t know what the other one was called. We were talking to these two girls. Mary was talking to Pauline saying, ‘Do you know Mary Bell?’ The girl said, ‘Yes, you are Mary Bell.’ Mary said, ‘No, I’m not.’ Mary then said to Pauline, ‘Can you fight Mary Bell?’ Pauline said, ‘Yes, I can fight you.’ Then Mary went to the other girl and said, ‘What happens if you choke someone, do they die?’ Then Mary put both hands round the girl’s throat and squeezed. The girl started to go purple. I told Mary to stop but she wouldn’t. She did this for a while and then she put her hands round Pauline’s throat and she started going purple as well. Both Pauline and the other girl were crying. Another girl, Susan Cornish, came up and Mary did the same to her. Susan had some rock (sweets) and Mary took this off her. I said to Mary, ‘There’ll be trouble,’ and then Mary asked me if I wanted some rock. I said, ‘Yes’, and had a little piece from her. I then ran off and left Mary. I’m not friends with her now.

Signed: N. Bell

Witness: C. Bell (mother)

Between 6:55 and 7:10 P.M. Monday, 13 May 1968, Woman Police Constable I. Charlton took a statement from Mary Flora Bell at Tower View Section Police Station.

I am 10 years of age and I live with my mammy, two sisters and one brother at 70 Whitehouse Road, Newcastle-upon-Tyne. I go to Delaval Road Junior School.

After tea (about 4.45 p.m.) yesterday, Sunday 12 May 1968, I went out with my friend Norma Bell who lives at 68 Whitehouse Road. We went to the Nursery next to Woodlands Crescent. We got in through a hole in the fence. There were two other girls there. One is called Pauline Watson and the other is Cindy Hepple. Norma and I were talking to these two girls. Norma said to Pauline, ‘Do you know Mary Bell?’ Pauline said, ‘Yes’. Norma then said to Pauline, ‘Can you fight Mary Bell?’ Pauline said, ‘No.’ Norma said, ‘Do you wish that Mary Bell was dead?’ Pauline said, ‘No’. I told Norma to shut up and I went behind a shed to play. When I was behind the shed I heard Pauline scream. I came from behind the shed and I saw Pauline running away towards the fence. She was holding her throat and screaming. I asked Norma what had happened and she said that Pauline had fallen and hurt her throat on the edge of the sand pit. I didn’t see Cindy then. I then walked down home with Norma and went in the house.

Signed: M. Bell

Witness: E. Bell (mother)

Mary’s headmistress at the Delaval Road Junior School told me that Mrs. Bell (Mary’s mother) came to see her on Monday, 13 May 1968, told her about the alleged sandpit incident, and asked her to “get to the bottom of this accusation against her daughter.” “She seemed honestly concerned that I should find out the truth,” said the headmistress, “so I called Pauline in and asked her to tell me honestly who had squeezed her neck. She said, ‘Please Miss, I don’t know the girl,’ and she wouldn’t say anything else. Of course, by this time everybody was talking about it. When I took her to the door I saw Mary Bell waiting just a little way down the corridor. I didn’t know what to believe.”

On 15 May 1968, Police Sergeant Lindgren enclosed the statements in his report to his superintendent, and said that in view of the home circumstances of the two older girls the Childrens Department had been notified. His report continued, “When the three children were seen by me about 9.30 p.m., Sunday 12 May 1968, they bore no marks or injuries to substantiate the complaints. The parents have been advised to take out a private summons for common assault if they so wish. They are satisfied with the action taken by the police and do not intend to take action themselves.

“The girls BELL have been warned as to their future conduct.” 


CHAPTER ONE

SCOTSWOOD

NEWCASTLE UPON TYNE shares the curious characteristic of many of Britain’s industrial cities of looking empty even when the streets are full, poor even in relatively affluent times, gray even in brightest sunshine. But, lying 275 miles north of London, with a population of about 250,000, it has a large number of good schools and hospitals, a university of repute, a famous medical school, a progressive Council with one of the best social service departments in the country, and all the trappings of a lively metropolis: a large shopping district with branches of several London stores; two daily and one Sunday paper; two theaters, cinemas, restaurants, three large hotels, two of them hypermodern, a new airport open to intercontinental jets, and a maze of one-way streets creating insuperable traffic problems. Newcastle also has some of the most beautiful surrounding country in Britain, and its own dialect, “Geordie”: “Gizabroonjack,” for example, means “Give me a pint of brown ale,” “hyem” stands for “home,” “wor lass” is “my wife” or “the little woman.” “Thordeeincanny” means “They are doing very well.” “Canny” can also be translated as “pretty,” or again as “many” (in which case the phrase might be “aycannyfew.”) When a child thinks that it is going to be punished it speaks of being “wronged,” and in a phrase like “She asked me something,” the word “us” replaces “me,” all somewhat bewildering to the outsider.

Newcastle is the urban center for many nearby mining villages and shipyards. Coal mining has for some time been a dying industry in Britain, and the shipyards throughout the economically depressed 1960s suffered from labor troubles and increasing competition from abroad. Throughout that decade, Newcastle had the dubious distinction of having the highest crime record (35,882 indictable crimes in 1970), the highest rate of alcoholism (six to eight pints of brown ale per night the accepted norm), and one of the consistently highest unemployment figures of any city in Britain (4.2 percent against the national average of 3.5 percent).

Despite these disadvantages the people of Newcastle are warm and friendly and nowhere more so than in the partly very poor working-class districts such as Scotswood where half the men are frequently out of work.

Scotswood, an area covering half a square mile inhabited by around 17,000 people, lies on a hill three miles from the city center. In the late 1960s, large tracts of Scotswood land were cleared for re-building. Already in the streets nearest to the city several ten- to twelve-story monsters had been built to take the overflow from streets like Woodland Crescent, Whitehouse Road, and St Margaret’s Road, which were still lined with condemned houses. If the streets of Scotswood could be described as being in layers, then St Margaret’s Road would be the first layer at the foot of the hill and Whitehouse Road, running above and parallel, the second. Both these streets look out over railway tracks, a large tract of waste land—the “Tin Lizzie”—Scotswood Road, the huge Vickers plant, the River Tyne, and the city.

Whitehouse Road, wide and windswept on top of the hill, is a clean and elegantly curving street, with generous pavements, ample space for bicycling and parking, and a spectacular view of the city. The red-brick, terraced, semidetached houses, here as well as in St Margaret’s Road and all the nearby streets, date from between the two world wars and are Council property. Many of the gardens are well cared for with shrubs, flowers, or, if nothing else, a little grass. Someday, this street, because of its position, could become “fashionable” and the houses “converted” into valuable “period” properties.

But, for the present, most of the tenants pay the Council £2.20 rent a week (about $5.50) with rebates available in hard times. They huddle around the coal-fed fireplace in the front room—the only heating; watch slot-television; fight to keep up payments to the “tallyman” or “clubs”; live with the constant threat of unemployment, and try to cope with anger, lethargy, despair, and their destructive effects: petty crime, gambling, and drink for the men, nervous breakdowns for the women, and fights and demoralization for the children. Despite these hardships many of the houses in Scotswood are neat and clean, many of the parents kind and honorable, many of the children intelligent and bright-eyed.

In May 1968, June and George Brown and their children, Martin and Linda, were such a family. 


CHAPTER TWO

MARTIN BROWN

25 May 1968: Four Years and Two Months Old

THE BROWNS’ HOUSE at 140 St Margaret’s Road is the same as most of the others: downstairs the kitchen and sitting room, upstairs two bedrooms and a bath. But the front room is warm and tidy—with a settee and comfortable armchair, a pleasant rug on the floor. The fire is almost always kept burning; somehow these houses always retain the damp of the long days of rain.

On Saturday, 25 May 1968, Martin got up around 6:30 A.M. as he always did. He was four years and two months old and had a sturdy body and a ravenous appetite, wavy, light blond hair, a round mischievous face, a fair complexion, and blue eyes—“shiny blue,” as his mother said later. He loved his one-year-old sister Linda, and his “Mam” June, and “Dad” Georgie, whom he more often than not called by his first name.

He also loved the Bennetts, the next-door neighbors. “They loved him like: he was that kind of lad—grown people could talk to him,” his mother told me later. Rita Finlay, June’s older sister, lived two blocks down the street with her four children, and he loved her too.

Martin and Linda’s bedroom was the smaller of the two. There were Martin’s bed and Linda’s cot, no sheets but plenty of blankets and pillows, a teddy, a doll, and a few plastic cars. On Saturdays and Sundays, the Browns had a lie-in, so Martin was careful not to make a sound when he went down to the scullery to get himself a piece of bread and a glass of milk. When he’d finished his downstairs, he brought some up for Linda. He stood on tiptoe and, leaning over the side of the cot, carefully held the cup for the baby, waiting patiently while she ponderously chewed and rechewed her piece of bread. “He always did that,” said June. “I’d hear him coax her, ‘Come on, Linda, drink yer milk.’” Later he got her up and dressed her, and just before nine they went in to wake up their mother. “He had his breakfast around nine,” June said. She is blonde with long hair and a fringe (bangs), and a slightly tremulous, warm smile. “Sugarpops,” she said, “them were his favorites. He got his anorak—I was in the scullery—I heard him call, ‘I’m away, mam, tara Georgie’; that was the last I saw or heard of him.”

Later that Saturday morning—though they didn’t remember exact times—John Hall and Gordon Collinson, two workmen from the Newcastle Electricity Board, noticed a small boy in a blue anorak watching them disconnect power cables from derelict houses in St Margaret’s Road. They had put up a railing around the hole in the ground where they worked and a canvas tent against the ever-threatening rain.

Martin probably came and went all morning, because at eleven he dropped in on his Aunt Rita at 112 St Margaret’s Road. Rita Finlay, a little blowzy, with shoulder-length black hair and a quick temper, is a mother-earth figure. She yells easily and laughs easily, spends easily and, no doubt, gives easily too. “I love kids,” she says, and one believes her. “I had an arrangement with June—she worked, you see, so our mam had Linda, and I had Martin every day while she was out at work; except Saturday and Sunday. Saturday I’d have a late lie-in and then I’d clean my house from top to bottom. And I’d do my hair like, to step out you know, at night. Well, that Saturday morning I woke up with Martin’s face looming over me. ‘Fita,’ that was what he called me, ‘are you going to get up?’ he says, and I don’t mind telling you, I was mad, I really was. ‘Will you get out of here?’ I screamed at him—I hate to say it now, but I did, I really did, I let him have it and I pushed him out, ‘you get out of here. . . .’ My mam had come by too. Martin, he was crying, and she said, ‘Now, there’s no need to shout at him,’ and she gave him an egg on toast. He was standing munching it on the stairs and still crying; so I went to him, you know, and I says, ‘Now you stop crying. It’s all right. Is it all right now, Martin?’ and he nodded like. No, I don’t remember seeing him go then—we didn’t think to watch when they came and went, you know—all the kids are all over the place—Martin—everybody was his friend. . . .

“Norma Bell and Mary Bell came in later,” Rita went on. “Norma was a nice girl—I loved that girl, I really did. I felt that close to her. She was always here—she loved my John, who was three then. She loved baby-sitting and she was that good with him. I didn’t like that other one, that Mary Bell, but they were always together, so they came here together too. It was a lovely day, that Saturday. I’d said I’d give the kids their dinner in the garden. But I was first going to see my mam, and I had enough common sense not to leave the bairns alone ever. So, when I came back from seeing my mam—it must have been about a quarter to three—because I knew I’d have to buy some things for dinner, and Dixon’s shop across the road opened at three (after lunch)—those two girls must still have been here, waiting for me to come back.”

It was just about then that Martin was noticed again. “He came in just before Dixon’s shop opened,” said June Brown, “to get some money off Georgie for his lollipop—I didn’t see him.”

Dixon’s shop is a small, wooden shack, ten feet back from the street. The window is full of sweets, pencils, blocks of paper, cigarette advertisements, cheap lighters, red-ribboned boxes of chocolates, ice-creams and darning wool. There are thousands of such shops all over the country, still the principal source of casual shopping for many families and the main suppliers of sweets and ice-cream for their children.

At five minutes past three, Martin Brown stood in a queue of children, waiting to buy his lollipop.

Mr. Dixon’s son, Wilson, an organist by profession, had known Martin since he was born. He had come over from Winlanton, six miles away, as he frequently did on busy days to help his father. “I went down to the shop about five past three,” he said. “There were many young children outside. Martin was among the crowd when I opened the shop and served one or two other children. By that time it was ten past three. When Martin wanted to be served he was standing with his fingers in his mouth. I scolded him because his hands were filthy. I served him and several other children. He went out. By that time it would be about a quarter past three. I think he bought a lollipop.”

“I was in Dixon’s shop,” Rita Finlay says. “Wilson Dixon says now I wasn’t, but I was: because I remember him smacking Martin’s hands because he’d had his fingers in his mouth and he was all black from playing. ‘Can I come up and have my dinner?’ Martin said, and I told him, ‘go back home and wash your hands.’ ‘I can wash them at your house,’ he said, so I let him. And I gave him bread and he took a knife to put on butter. ‘Don’t use the butter,’ I said, ‘use margarine—the best butter is for tea.’ He was angry. ‘I’m not coming to your house bloody no more,’ he said. ‘I won’t come again. . . .’ But he couldn’t stay mad for long. ‘Oh, don’t be like that, Fita,’ he said and then he went and that was the last I saw of him.”

The old condemned houses in front of which the men from the Electricity Board were working were only a few yards up and on the other side of the street from Rita Finlay’s house. At 3:30 P.M., just fifteen minutes after Martin Brown had been seen by Wilson Dixon, three boys, John Henry Southern, sixteen; Walter Long, thirteen; and Fred Myhill, eight, entered No. 85 to look for scrap-wood which they needed to build a pigeon dovecote. The house was boarded up in front, so the boys got in through the back yard. Going up to the first floor, Walter Long went to look in the front and the two other boys into what had been the back bedroom. When Walter heard one of them shout, he ran to see what was going on.

A small boy was lying in front of the window, on his back on the rubble-covered floor, with his arms outstretched and with blood and saliva coming from his mouth.

Fred Myhill, the youngest of the three, fled at once, and Walter and John ran out to get the electricians, who were having a cup of tea in their shelter outside No. 85.

“We knew the little boy right away,” said John Hall. “I’d given him some biscuits earlier on,” said Gordon Collinson. “We hadn’t seen him again after lunch,” John Hall continued.

“I ran to call an ambulance,” said Gordon Collinson. The call, officially recorded by the ambulancemen, was received at 3:35 P.M.

“I gave him the kiss of life,” said John. “I just held him in my arms all the time. He looked dead to me like. His body was cold.”

Walter Long felt sick after he and John Southern had brought the workmen up, and went to another room to get some air. While he stood with his head out of a window overlooking St Margaret’s Road, he saw two dark-haired girls walking toward the house. The road was otherwise empty at the time. They stopped directly underneath his window and the smaller one, whom he knew—Mary Flora Bell—said to the other, “Shall we go up?” “Howay then, let’s go up,” Walter says he heard the taller one reply.

The girls then climbed through a partly boarded-up window on the ground floor of the house next door, No. 83, went through into the back yard and through a partly demolished outhouse into No. 85. Walter Long stopped them as they came up the stairs, he told the court later.

“Get away down,” he shouted.

“That’s all right—the police know I’m here,” he says Mary Bell replied. “They weren’t allowed up though—they were told to go away,” he said.

“It seemed like just minutes after I’d last seen Martin,” says Rita Finlay, “there was a knock on the door and when I went, it was them two: Norma and Mary; and I said, ‘What do yous want?’

“‘One of your bairns has had an accident,’ the other one said first—you know, that Mary. ‘No,’ she said, then, ‘I think it’s your June’s. But there’s blood all over . . .’ But I thought it couldn’t be Martin—I’d just put him out. It had to be John. I hadn’t seen him in some time . . . I’d put on some sausages to cook and put half my hair in curlers after I’d put Martin out—that’s how little time it was since. But them two girls had come two times before to say that a bairn had had an accident; both those times I said, ‘Did you tell his mother?’ Both times they said, ‘No, we came to tell you.’ So I says, ‘Why tell us, go tell his mam.’ So when they came this time I thought they were having us on. But then I seen this woman wave to us from the street and I dropped everything, sausages and all, and I didn’t even think of the bairns—I just left them and ran. Even when I got there, I didn’t really believe it. I tripped over a brick in the back yard and pulled myself up on somebody and when I looked, it was Mary. There she was next to me again. She said, ‘I’ll show you where it is.’ I was going hysterical, I told her to get out of my way and followed a man up some stairs into a small bedroom where I saw Martin in the arms of another man. He looked asleep like. I kept saying, ‘He’ll wake up in a minute. He’s asleep—that’s all.’”

“It was about 3:35 or a bit later,” June Brown recalls, “when Georgie talked to somebody at the door. He turned round—when I saw his face I knew. I knew something had happened. Georgie stayed with Linda—I just ran. I didn’t know where it was, but I turned into the old houses, I just knew it was there. When I got there, Rita was there and she kept saying, ‘He’s just asleep,’ but I knew—I knew he was dead. When they brought him down I saw him—his face was—you know, graylike, mouselike—I knew. . . . They tried to revive him in the ambulance. I watched them, but I knew.”

The police, informed by the hospital just after 3:40 P.M. that Martin was dead, sent a sergeant and constables from the uniformed division (who are in charge of accidents) straight to the scene. They arrived after Martin’s body had been removed. As far as they could see there was no sign of a struggle or fall. There was a hole in the ceiling, but it was diagonally opposite where Martin had been found. He couldn’t possibly have fallen across the room.

There was a thick layer of dust everywhere, and none of it had been disturbed except where, of course, all the people who had handled Martin had stood, or squatted with him in their arms. That evening, the pathologist, Dr. Bernard Knight, carried out a post mortem and found it impossible to determine the cause of the boy’s death. Martin had been fit, well nourished, and healthy. There were no external injuries except a trivial knee bruise. His clothing was not torn nor damaged, nor were there any broken bones. The only abnormality the internal examination revealed was a small hemorrhage in the brain which was slightly swollen.

“I thought at first that the most likely possibility was poisoning,” Dr. Knight said, “because of the circumstances and because there were empty bottles found in the house. But this was later ruled out when the analysis revealed no drugs or chemicals.”

“They asked us hundreds of questions,” June Brown said, “whether anybody in the family had had fits and all that—it went on for days. They took me to see Martin. I don’t know what I thought he’d look like. They warned me, about the autopsy like, but I didn’t think. How can we know what it’s like? But when I saw him, you know, with brown sawdust in his nose and everywhere, I . . . I said nobody else was to see him.”

Dr. Knight said later that another possible explanation—asphyxia—had occurred to him, but strangulation which left no pressure marks whatever seemed quite impossible; Martin’s neck had been unblemished. So he had discarded it.

The Uniformed Division, for some reason without further inquiry, accepted that Martin’s death had been an accident, and the C.I.D. (Criminal Investigation Department) was never brought into the case.

“The day after Martin died,” Rita Finlay said, “it was a Sunday—those two girls, Norma and Mary, came and asked to take John out. I thought it was very good of them. With having four children I was a bit upset and I said, ‘If you dress him you can take him, but you will have to make sure he is tidy.’ They washed his face and combed his hair and they took him away. They came every day after that to play with him, or to take him to the shops. They kept asking me, ‘Do you miss Martin?’ and ‘Do you cry for him?’ and ‘Does June miss him?’ and they were always grinning. In the end I could stand it no more and I told them to get out and not to come back. I couldn’t think, you know, why they were doing it, but then I was upset like so maybe I just didn’t think.”

That Sunday, 26 May, was Mary Bell’s eleventh birthday, and Mary and Susan—Norma Bell’s eleven-year-old sister who also occasionally played with Mary—took Mary’s Alsatian for a walk in Hodkin Park. “Mary asked us whether I’d sent her a birthday card,” Susan said, “and I said I had. But Mary said I hadn’t and chased me all the way back to our house with her dog and then she tried to strangle me.”

When Susan’s parents heard her scream they dashed out, they say, and saw Mary and Susan standing near the front door of the house, Mary with both hands around Susan’s neck.

“I chopped Mary’s hands away,” says Mr. Bell, “and gave her a clip on the shoulder. She said, ‘I’m going to tell my dad,’ and I said, ‘You do that.’ But I heard no more about it. After that I didn’t let Susan play with her no more.”

Woodlands Crescent is a small curved street at the end of Whitehouse Road. The Day Nursery, well staffed and equipped to take care of the children in a community where a large number of mothers go out to work, is in an old two-story house, with a gabled roof. The window frames and door are painted white, there are flowering hedges and small lawns in the front and a playground and sandpit in the back.

On the morning of Monday, 27 May, the teachers arriving at the Nursery found that it had been broken into over the weekend. Slates had been removed, it had been entered through the loft, and large amounts of school and cleaning materials were scattered and smeared round the room. Among the wreckage the police found four pieces of paper, with words scribbled on them in childish writing.

“I murder

so that

I may come

back,”

said Note one. Note two had the letters “BAS. . . .” at the top, and underneath,

“fuch of

we murder

watch out

Fanny

and Faggot”

Note three said:

“WE did

murder

Martain

brown

Fuckof

you Bastard”

Note four read:

“You are micey

y because

we murderd

Martain Go

Brown you better

Look out THERE

are Murders about

By FANNYAND

and auld Faggot

you srcews”

 

The young policeman who had come in answer to the Nursery teachers’ telephone call decided that the notes were a nasty prank. He took them back to the station, gave them to the Station-Sergeant, and they were filed away in a drawer. But the Nursery was a valuable property and had been broken into before, so it was decided to install a beeper alarm system in the loft.

That same morning, 27 May, Mr. F.’s
















AUTHOR’S NOTE

Except for the principals, names of all children who were more than marginally affected by the events described in this book have been deleted, equally those of Mary Bell’s family except for her parents.

By agreement with the Chief Constable of Northumberland the surnames of all policewomen who were concerned with Mary Bell have been deleted.

The account of the trial is taken verbatim from the transcript, with dots indicating deletions.
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