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To my brother Mark,

who can’t understand why all books

aren’t dedicated to him.






[T]he newspapers of a town are its looking glasses . . . it is here you see yourself as others see you.




Bridgetown Monitor, March 4, 1896
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Preface

Violent crime renders us myopic. In the immediate aftermath of a murder, it can be impossible to see things clearly; emotions run high and the desire for vengeance often trumps reason. When the crime has racial overtones, justice is rarely colour-blind, and for cases that capture the media spotlight, the wave of punditry and prognostication that inevitably follows sweeps away all hope of ever separating fact from fiction. That is why crimes pulled from the annals of history have such value—with distance comes clarity. The lessons are readily learned once the passion has dimmed, much like failed relationships. We even have the benefit of knowing how the story ends, or at least thinking we do. And it is through the benefit of the cold, clear lens of hindsight that we can finally raise questions for which there were no good answers in the heat of the moment.

One of the telltale symptoms of our crime-induced myopia is wrongful conviction. The need for swift justice easily morphs into a race to convict, and in our haste, the innocent are sometimes mistaken for the guilty. It can be nigh on impossible to recognize a false conviction while it is happening: the victim’s family demand closure and the wounded community wants nothing more than to once again feel safe and secure. The presumption of innocence that is at the heart of our justice system is a noble ideal, but it is no guarantee that we know an innocent man when we see one, particularly when we are blinded by the need to find a guilty one. And so, if proximity to the crime blinds us to our mistakes, it stands to reason that a little distance may bring the truth into focus.

This book began with a simple question: is it possible to recognize a wrongful conviction buried deep in our nation’s past and, in so doing, identify how and why the mistake occurred? The erroneous judgment could cut either way: an innocent person falsely accused or the guilty party set free. Since a wrongful conviction inherently implies error, I would need to apply modern forensic science and investigational standards to a crime in antiquity in order to establish a credible basis for an erroneous verdict. To that end, I began searching through past criminal cases, looking for files with extensive surviving documentation, including trial transcripts, autopsy records, and police reports. In addition, the outcome of the case had to rely in some measure on physical evidence—fingerprints, blood, footprints, or tool marks to name just a few—and the vestiges of that evidence had to be retained in the archives, at least in the form of testimony and reports from the original expert witnesses or investigators. It was a tall order; the historical archives relating to crime are notoriously spotty or even entirely absent. Furthermore, forensic science was not recognized as a discipline until the early part of the twentieth century and its precursors rarely made an appearance in nineteenth-century courtrooms. After months of searching, I found what I was looking for in my backyard: the murder of Annie Kempton in Bear River, Nova Scotia, in the winter of 1896. Peter Wheeler was later convicted and hanged for the crime.

Although Annie’s death was front-page news in its day, the case has largely been forgotten outside of Bear River. It has been the subject of a single work of fiction: Arthur Thurston’s 1987 self-published novel, Poor Annie Kempton: She’s in Heaven Above, in which the author imagines having conversations with the saga’s key players. In the past decade an original play based on the crime was produced but this, too, was a creative work loosely founded on fact. While there have always been doubters and rumblings about Peter’s innocence over the years, this is the first factual public examination of the case since his trial and the first credible attempt to challenge his conviction. Initially, I briefly toyed with the idea of trying to identify “the real killer” but as I began to research Wheeler in earnest, the mechanics of how and why he came to be falsely accused and convicted were far more compelling. Those interested in pursuing alternative suspects will be heartened to learn that, in the course of laying out the case for Wheeler’s innocence, all the collected evidence is carefully detailed. Hidden within is the identity of the actual killer and your guess is as good as mine.

For more than twenty years as a practicing forensic scientist, I frequently testified as an expert witness but it was never my job to tell the jury who was innocent and who was guilty. My role was to identify, collect, and analyze all the available evidence; develop a cohesive narrative that explained that evidence; present it in a clear manner; and help the triers of fact to understand the science and technical aspects of the testing process. It then fell to the jurors to add that information to the other testimony they heard and reach their verdict. The same methodology follows here. My goal was to collect and analyze the information; call your attention to the evidence or testimony that warrants your consideration; develop a cohesive narrative; and guide you through the technical aspects of the research. After that, it falls to you, the reader as the thirteenth juror, to reach your own conclusions as to what really happened in Bear River in 1896.

This re-examination of Wheeler’s conviction began as an intellectual exercise and so it remains. This is not an impassioned quest for belated justice and the results of this inquiry have no impact on the historical verdict in the case. The window for altering Wheeler’s fate closed the day he was hanged; the introduction of new exculpatory evidence will not change the fact that in the case of Crown v. Wheeler history and the Canadian justice system record Peter Wheeler as a guilty man. Rewriting history was never the point. This book looks back so we can see ourselves more clearly now.

[image: ]
This is a true story. The text in quotations draws from original sources: court records, newspapers, and other historical documentation.
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one And So It Begins

The killer was long gone but the violence lingered, casting a pall over the house. Her body lay broken in the sitting room. Its awkward position—on her knees, arms to her side, face to the ground—seemed staged, an unnatural end to an unspeakable act. She was cold to the touch. Blood pooled thick and glutinous around her head, matting her hair. Tiny flecks of gore speckled the walls and floor, castoff from the blunt instrument used to obliterate any semblance of her once-winsome face. She was half-dressed, her underclothes an assault on Victorian modesty. A man’s coat had been draped over her in a last desperate measure of dignity.

Her body, like the house that enshrouded her, bore signs of the fatal struggle. Her limbs were bruised and bloodied. The carpet was torn, chairs overturned. Upstairs, her bed was in disarray, as if she had been pulled from its safe, warm confines. A framed sampler mounted on the wall above her head listed at a precarious angle. A cruel cosmic joke, its embroidered message read “Do right and fear not.”1

It was not the only jarringly inappropriate artifact in the room. A container of homemade preserves lay half-eaten beside her, a spoon still cradled inside. The bloody fingerprints on the handle beckoned a sickening thought: her assailant had paused to eat the jam after killing her.

Her cause of death was painfully obvious. A short cut of stove wood rested on the rug, painted with her blood. Its dimensions perfectly mirrored those of the jagged wounds across her face, but the log was not what killed her. Three deep gashes across her throat were the fatal injuries, stigmata of her killer’s uncontrollable rage. Two silver case knives lay near her head. Lest anyone doubt their significance, they were coated in blood. One, however, did not look sharp enough to cut butter. The far more formidable blade of a well-honed butcher’s knife lay in wait on the only standing table in the room, yet it bore no trace of her blood. It was a curious anomaly, one that escaped all notice.

Like a shadow box, her blood had captured the outline of her killer. Bloody handprints were plastered on the cutlery and the window ledge. Bloody footprints faded in the snow, flagging his escape route through the back door. The assault had been quick but he had not been careful. He made no effort to mask his crime or destroy the telltale traces of it. There was little question her assailant had left soaked in her blood, a marked man.

Her name was Annie Kempton. She was fourteen years old, just two weeks shy of her fifteenth year. She had spent the evening alone in her family home; it was her first and only night of independence. She had not lived to see the dawn.

In her short life, Annie had known her fair share of heartaches. As she entered her teens, Annie took her maiden voyage to the United States under less than ideal circumstances. Her cleft palate resulted in a noticeable speech impediment, and to ease the social stigma such afflictions carried, her parents had sent her south in search of a corrective operation. The procedure was not successful. Once puberty had had its way with her, Annie was left with a pretty face but was cursed with a large awkward frame and an incorrigible lisp.

As if that were not a sufficient cross to bear, Annie had already fallen victim to crime, although mercifully not of the violent sort. Some months prior, a small cache of money she had saved working odd jobs was stolen. The thief was quickly apprehended and sentenced to two years in jail. For those possessed of a prescient mind, the incident struck a tocsin note in her otherwise sheltered existence.

The Kemptons lived in a sturdy if modest frame house in a village full of the same: Bear River, Nova Scotia. History records that, “Although socially not occupying an exalted position, the family [was] generally respected for their clean name and industry.”2 Clean and industrious to a fault, the Kemptons found themselves scattered far and wide in the dawning days of 1896. Annie’s father and brother spent weeks at a stretch in the surrounding forests, cutting lumber. Her mother and three sisters had all fled south, across the border to the Boston area—a consequence of marriage for Annie’s siblings, a matter of financial necessity for the family matriarch.

In absentia, parents and siblings alike agreed that Annie was too young, too naive, to be left home alone. There were plans in place, arrangements made with several local women to stay with the teen and fill the parental void. Even the best-laid plans sometimes go awry.

Whether Annie found herself alone that night by choice, by accident, or by malicious design would be a question much debated in the press, in the meeting houses and local taverns, and at no less than four public inquiries over the next six months. By then, everyone felt certain they knew the answer, knew who was to blame. That’s the problem with rumour masquerading as certainty: the “facts” seem more absolute than they actually are.

Annie had been alone that night—Monday, January 27, 1896—but she was not alone the next morning. Her body was discovered by a neighbour, a young man by the name of Peter Wheeler. Peter’s landlady, Tillie Comeau, had sent him to the Kempton house to buy milk. On a frigid pewter Maritime morning, just after eight, Peter had walked into the Kempton home, calling a greeting to announce his arrival. As he made his way from the kitchen to the parlour, searching for the youngest lady of the house, he saw Annie crumpled and exposed on the sitting-room floor. What happened next came under harsh scrutiny, repeatedly called into question by those fostering their own agendas. At some point, all could at least agree that Wheeler ran and raised the alarm in the village.

Within seconds, the room began to fill with onlookers: doctors, police, neighbours, and friends—the concerned, the curious, and the morbid alike. Many people saw Annie as she lay on the floor, broken and lifeless. Far too many trampled through the crime scene: touching things, moving things, trying to “help.” Some in the village took it upon themselves to play detective, collecting evidence and documenting what they saw as material to the case. Others simply pointed fingers and demanded instant justice.

Word of the murder spread quickly. Urgent cryptic messages were sent, pleading for the hasty return of the girl’s parents and siblings. A call went out to Halifax requesting the assistance of a seasoned detective to head the investigation. A coroner was named and an autopsy arranged. The local funeral home was put on notice. Those without a defined role did the one thing they could: they disseminated the tragic news. Neighbour told neighbour. Distant relatives were contacted. And, in the midst of it all, a lone reporter began taking notes.

In the coming days, the number of journalists jockeying for position would grow exponentially, like parasites on an accommodating host. The headlines they generated repulsed and captivated an audience hungry for every repugnant morsel. The melodrama they choreographed became a guilty pleasure for those blessed by distance. For those who knew and loved Annie, the glare of the media spotlight cauterized the still-gaping wound, dulling their pain.

Annie Kempton was no longer alone. Her tantalizing glimpse of privacy was gone, snuffed out by a momentary flash of violence and the opportunistic scavenging of a press corps drawn by the chum of senseless tragedy. Her life had been cloistered, bucolic, and unremarkable. Her death now belonged to the masses.





two “Nearer Brute Than Human”

Since such things matter, the credit for breaking the news of Annie’s murder goes to the Digby Weekly Courier, even if such things mattered only to the Courier and its less expeditious competitors. On Tuesday afternoon, less than five hours after Annie’s body was discovered, the Courier went to press with a special edition: a single handbill dedicated to the “Murder at Bear River.”1

The Courier paid a price for its haste. Though scant in detail, the tabloid still managed to get wrong the few facts they had. Annie was reported to be sixteen years old, two years more than her true age. The paper claimed Annie was last seen alive in the town at nine o’clock on Monday night, a full four hours later than was actually the case. In an age before bylines, the reporter—identified only as “the COURIER man”2—asserted that the perpetrator or perpetrators hid in the home prior to the girl’s return, awaiting the opportunity to strike. Such speculation was later revealed to be false.

The report was quick to identify potential suspects: “two suspicious characters”3 allegedly seen near the Kempton home the night before. The two men were arrested and jailed in nearby Annapolis Royal. They were said to be “railway employees”4 and “Italians.”5 In its rush to beat its rivals to the punch, the Digby Courier was clearly drafting the edition on the fly. In the space of a single article, the Courier labelled the pair as prime suspects, then strangely backpedalled. The report claimed “they tell a straight story, however, and are not thought to be implicated,”6 a mere two paragraphs after being the lone voice implicating them. In its regular edition three days later, the Courier was forced to recant even further, noting the two men “were clearly innocent.”7

In retrospect, the special edition stands as a testament to hyperbolic fatuity, designed to incite panic and outrage in a community that needed no such goading. Although specifics of the killing remained scarce, the Digby Courier did not shrink from declaring the murder to be one of the most “revolting crimes in all Canada,”8 committed by a fiend “nearer brute than human.”9 Clearly conflicted with his new agenda, the paper’s editor declared that the details of the case were “sickening,”10 even as he rushed to produce sufficient copies to nauseate the entire eastern seaboard.

[image: ]
The next morning, Wednesday, January 29, one of the major Halifax dailies, the Morning Chronicle, waded into the fray, a tad more cautious and circumspect that its laurel-hoarding challenger, the Digby Weekly Courier. The Chronicle took great delight in correcting many of the Courier’s more egregious errors before outlining its own theory of the crime: the assailant had intended to rape Annie Kempton but she had fought back, prompting the craven villain to kill her to shield his identity.


[image: A black and white line drawing of a young girl in a hat and long coat typical of the 1890s, standing with her hand on the back of an empty chair.Her bottome butons are ooen and her other hand hangs loosely, Shading is done with cross-hatching.]

Illustration of Annie Kempton based on the only known photograph of her, taken when she was twelve.



This theory was echoed by the Bridgetown Monitor, although it, too, fell prey to much of the same erroneous reporting as the Digby Courier. The Monitor also made some gaffes all its own. The weekly reported that Annie’s mother was away receiving medical treatment in Boston, a claim it was obligated to retract in its next edition. The most offensive media blunder, however, belonged to a New Brunswick paper. The Saint John Daily Record inflamed the community when it mistakenly announced “that the victim had been outraged before the murder was committed.”11 The Toronto Evening Star repeated the unsubstantiated claim,12 giving it credence and a nationwide audience.

With the release of the two Italian railway workers, the hunt for a viable suspect began in earnest. The local constabulary was hamstrung, forced to cool its heels awaiting the arrival of the Halifax detective. That left a killer still at large, still unnamed. The media pundits filled the suspect void with speculation and semantic gymnastics. Unwilling to wait for facts, the Bridgetown Monitor went to press with a cryptic tease, saying only that “rumors are afloat as to the identity of the dastardly wretch but no positive clue has yet been discovered,”13 a tantalizingly vague bit of reporting that combined the zest of gossip with the safeguard of equivocation.

Having interviewed every last county official and village resident, the Chronicle reporter had clearly heard the same rumours. Less than twelve hours into the criminal investigation, the whispers carried a single name: Peter Wheeler. As a twenty-six-year-old foreigner, Wheeler made a feasible if unlikely suspect. He was a neighbour of the Kemptons, renting a room just down the road for the past twelve years. Wheeler also had the misfortune of discovering Annie’s body. Despite the grumblings about Wheeler, the Chronicle showed remarkable restraint, stating only that “some suspicion rests on a certain individual, but with very little as yet to warrant it.”14 It would be the last time a provincial newspaper gave Peter Wheeler the benefit of the doubt.

[image: ]
The village of Bear River—then home to a thousand intrepid souls, give or take—sits nestled on the banks of its eponymous tributary. The river forms the boundary between two counties: Digby to the west and Annapolis to the east. The town’s divided loyalties were (and remain) an administrative headache for its populace, a geopolitical quirk that would prove a point of contention in the criminal proceedings to come.


[image: A black and white photo of a village on a hillside on the other side of a river. Small, chimneyed cottages and boxy boathouses line the shore, and a bridge crosses the river to a boathouse on the near shore. Farmland can be seen in the distance.]

A view of Bear River, Digby County side, circa 1900.



[image: A black and white photo looking back the other way at a village with a similar layout along the river, but with fewer houses by the water, and more houses on the hill, along with fewer trees, more farmland, and visible roads.]

Bear River, Annapolis County side, circa 1900.



In a well-intentioned if somewhat misguided bid for tourism, Bear River dubbed itself “the Switzerland of Nova Scotia,”15 a slogan proposed by a town council that had obviously never set foot in the Swiss Alps. Buttressed by its gently undulating hills, village fortunes rose and fell with the tides. Fishing, shipping, and lumber were the primary industries, attracting a never-ending stream of itinerant labourers, single, often

foreign-born men in search of a day’s work. Though many of the rovers drifted through with little notice, a few elected to stay and join the permanent residents, setting down shallow roots in the boarding houses and company shacks that dotted the town’s landscape. One such man was Peter Wheeler.

While the rest of polite Victorian society marched headlong into a brave new world that embraced technological marvels and urban blight in equal measure, Wheeler turned and ran in the other direction. Peter steadfastly refused to settle down, master newfangled gizmos, or kowtow to the mores of the genteel class. He followed his own lodestar, circumnavigating the globe as a hired hand aboard a catena of merchant ships. During his brief landlocked moments, Wheeler did odd jobs, off-loading the fishing boats or cutting lumber to make his rather modest ends meet.

Peter Wheeler was a native of Mauritius, a series of tiny islands off the southeast coast of Africa. He came into the world early and unannounced in 1869, reportedly taking his mother by surprise as she travelled near the capital city of Port Louis. As a boy, his formative years seemed idyllic and were spent exploring his carefree island paradise. His father Louis and mother Emily were both English. Louis was a decorated soldier in the British army, stationed in what was then a French colony. Wheeler’s Arcadian childhood came to an abrupt and violent end when his father was beaten to death one night by his fellow soldiers. It is not clear what became of Peter’s mother.16

At the tender age of eight, Wheeler left Mauritius, boarding the barquentine Lochiel under the command of his uncle, Captain David Stevenson Wheeler. Peter’s recollections of his teen years were vague. He recalled travels through London, France, and Scotland. Indeed, Scotland proved particularly memorable; while there, he was hospitalized for almost nine months, suffering from an undisclosed ailment. Once released, Peter continued his vagabond ways on the high seas, always paddling his own canoe as he later told one reporter. As the years passed, Wheeler grew into his inquisitive mind, along with a rather unfortunate eggplant-shaped physique that called unwanted attention to his short stout stature and narrow shoulders. Possessed of a world-class analytical brain—an asset of little merit on the loading docks—he yearned for the physical prowess so prized by his fellows, hoping to call a halt to the endless mocking he endured at the hands of his burlier bunkmates. What he lacked in mettle, however, he made up for in bonhomie. Wheeler was a true hale and hearty fellow, well-met.

After a stint in the West Indies, Wheeler signed on to the brigantine Edmund, bound for Digby. Many of the crew were natives of Nova Scotia, and when the vessel docked on October 9, 1884, Wheeler followed a shipmate, Charles Jeffrey, to nearby Bear River.

Affable and easygoing to a fault, if Peter had a boiling point, he rarely reached it. He also had a surprising penchant for domestic chores, winning him a place in the heart of many a harried housekeeper. As Peter scrubbed floors to earn his keep, Charles’s mother took a shine to the industrious young lad and he stayed with the Jeffreys for several weeks. To net some much-needed pocket money, Wheeler approached the locals in search of day labour. One of the first to hire him was Annie’s father, Isaac Kempton. Kempton was pleased with Wheeler’s work ethic, and with the promise of steady wages, Wheeler decided to call Bear River home, at least for the foreseeable future. Much to the dismay of Charles Jeffrey’s mother, Peter found lodging with the Kemptons’ neighbour, Tillie Comeau. From that day forward, Peter occupied the same cramped room off the kitchen.

Rough-hewn but courteous and polite if not terribly refined, Peter Wheeler’s peripatetic upbringing left him without social graces. He was not a gentleman by any stretch of the imagination, but he was every bit a man, despite his diminutive size and odd shape. He displayed a caustic wit and enjoyed saucy exchanges with his fellow working men. He also maintained a firm grasp of his true place in the world, exhibiting none of the usual immigrant striving. More interested in living than earning a living, Peter answered to no one but usually deferred to those above his social station.

Solitary and untethered, with no special lady laying claim to his heart, Wheeler’s long-standing and ill-defined relationship with the equally unmarried Tillie Comeau led many in town to speculate as to which room Peter slept in at night. The Comeau boarding house was an unconventional bohemian enclave in a town that did not cotton to those who fell out of lockstep. And, as the luck of geography would have it, Tillie’s house was just down the road from the Kemptons’, making Wheeler a potential suspect by virtue of nothing more than proximity.





three Blame It on Saucy Jack

As with most aspects of nineteenth-century life in Canada, the nation’s newspapers had their deepest roots in England. Colonial standards of decency, content, and tone—as well as stylistic and marketing traditions—all hailed from the British media. On both sides of the Atlantic, Victorian mores demanded that all manner of social discourse adhere to quintessential English values: formality, decorum, modesty, and restraint. While the tabloids paid lip service to such ethos and aspired to civility, there was one realm in which public morality gave way to society’s baser instincts: crime reporting. There, the public’s thirst for the salacious details of the latest gruesome murder overrode all societal constraints.

It was not always thus. From their very inception, newspapers were bastions of propriety and gentility, reflective pools of the tranquil (if somewhat narcissistic) society that created them. All the news that was fit to print tended toward the mundane: price lists, reports of past weather (with little effort to forecasting future conditions), shipping news, agricultural concerns, and just a smattering of polite local gossip. A subject as distasteful as death was confined to the obituaries, where the elite were venerated with the appropriate taste and hyperbole. The front pages were reserved for such fare as prolonged travelogues of foreign adventures or a rapturous audit of a society maven’s spoon collection. Reportage and editorials were safe, dull, and as far removed from controversy as was humanly possible. All that changed on August 31, 1888, when, in a London slum known as Whitechapel, a thoroughly modern invention came into being: the serial killer. His name was Jack the Ripper.

The Ripper saga began on Buck’s Row in the heart of London’s notorious East End. Long touted as a dumping ground for the country’s huddled masses, Whitechapel had a well-earned reputation as a blight on the world’s most cosmopolitan city. Overflowing with prostitutes, petty thieves, and destitute immigrants, murder was nothing new in Whitechapel. Yet even the most world-weary detectives were visibly shaken at the sight of the mutilated body of Mary “Polly” Nichols, a bargain-basement hooker whose throat was slashed from ear to ear. Stripped of her tattered layers of clothing during her autopsy, the coroner uncovered deep stab wounds to her stomach and genitals, all rendered post-mortem.

The macabre nature of the crime garnered some notice in the London tabloids, but it was not until the discovery of the second victim—Annie Chapman, another local prostitute—that the news media took notice. Chapman’s body was found a half-mile from Buck’s Row. Like Polly, her throat had been cut. This time the post-mortem mutilations were far more extensive: Annie had been disembowelled and her intestines tossed callously over her shoulder. Her reproductive organs had been removed with almost surgical precision and were not recovered at the scene. At autopsy, the medical examiner Dr. Bagster Philips remarked: “Obviously, the work was that of an expert—or one, at least, who had some knowledge of anatomical or pathological examinations as to be enabled to secure the pelvic organs with one sweep of the knife.”1

With a madman on the loose, the city’s papers—highbrow and low, broadsheet and tabloid—abandoned all prior decorum. Many rushed to produce special editions that sold faster than the presses could churn them out. News agents employed street urchins to run through the cobbled avenues, their arms draped with the latest edition, shouting “’orrible murder.”2

In Whitechapel police had few leads but an avalanche of suspects. No fewer than eighteen men were named by the media, sparking hysteria and a wave of vigilante justice. Yet, for all the names carelessly bandied about, the unknown assailant remained just that—an “unknown assailant”—until September 28, 1888. On that morning, a plain white envelope addressed in red ink arrived at the offices of London’s Central News Agency. The missive, purportedly written by the killer, was signed “Jack the Ripper.” The pithy moniker caught on and soon news organs across the globe dedicated front-page coverage to every flick of the Ripper’s blade.

Two days later, Jack obliged their interest and struck again. This time, to taunt police and bait the media, he claimed two victims in a single evening. The first, Elizabeth Stride, was found just after midnight in a small courtyard off Berner Street. Her throat was slashed but it seemed as though the killer had been interrupted before he could perform any of his trademark mutilations. Less than one hour later, a constable on routine patrol in Mitre Square came upon the second victim, Catherine Eddows. She was “gutted like a pig in the market,” the officer told reporters, her entrails “flung in a heap about her neck.”3 In a final indignity, one of her kidneys had been removed. Just above the body, someone had scrawled a cryptic message: “The Juwes [sic] are not the men that will be blamed for nothing.”4

The self-anointed Ripper appeared to relish his new-found fame. As police combed the streets, he mailed another letter to the Central News Agency, boasting of “Saucy Jack’s work” on a “double event.”5

The tabloids printed each sadistic letter verbatim, accompanied by graphic line-art renderings of the victims and crime scenes; the lower the tabloid, the more tasteless the images. Many illustrators took considerable artistic license, depicting Jack as a top-hatted dandy who seduced his victims before dispatching them. The least reputable rags referred to the murders as “the romance of Whitechapel,”6 equating the killings with the bodice-ripping seductions of the boudoir novels so popular among delicate Victorian ladies.

The Ripper tale reached new levels of depravity when a third communiqué was sent to George Lusk, director of the newly formed Whitechapel Vigilance Committee. The envelope bore the return address “from hell”7 and the package contained a small section of what later proved to be human kidney. The author claimed to have “fried and ate”8 the rest of it. The grisly tidbit arrived on October 16, sparking another media furor, but by Halloween, interest in the murders began to wane. With no arrests or further letters from the killer, public obsession with the case faded. Life in Whitechapel returned to its baseline degenerate normalcy, but behind the scenes, Jack the Ripper was scripting his swan song.

On the morning of November 9, an errand boy was sent to the home of Mary Kelly, a slattern who plied her wares from the bed in her squalid flat. The boy had been dispatched by the landlord to collect some long overdue rent. Pushing open the front door, the lad stumbled upon what was left of Mary, ghoulishly arranged on the bed that had been her stock-in-trade. Her throat was cut as usual but this time the wound ran so deep she was almost decapitated. The only victim killed indoors, Jack had made the most of the privacy afforded to create his masterpiece. He had flensed the skin from her forehead, nose, and ears. Her left arm dangled by a thin strip of flesh and both legs were flayed open from her thighs to her ankles. She was disembowelled and the killer had placed her hand inside her own gaping stomach, casually draping her liver across one of her legs. Her breasts, heart, and kidneys were dissected out and ghoulishly arranged on the nightstand. Strips of her flesh hung from nails once used for picture frames. Blood had been broadcast on every surface, a clear mockery of a priest wielding an aspergillum, dispensing holy water on the faithful. Most repugnant of all, Mary was three months pregnant when she died, and Jack had claimed her uterus and fetus as trophies.

Police officers investigating Kelly’s murder made ample use of the latest innovation in crime scene work: photography. The killing ground was captured in a series of starkly graphic images, copies of which somehow ended up in the hands of the local media, who plastered them across every newsstand in the country.

Mary Kelly was the last of the Ripper’s official victims. Some experts include the murders of two other prostitutes—Alice Mackenzie on July 17, 1889, and Frances Cole on February 13, 1891—in Jack’s final tally. A merchant seaman, James Sadler, was arrested for Mackenzie’s murder but never formally charged. He remains among the favoured suspects of Ripperologists to this day.
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There is a fitting symmetry to the Ripper’s involvement in the Annie Kempton story, even if he is only relegated to the cameo role of catalyst. For Saucy Jack remains the standard by which all killers are measured. There have been countless pretenders to the crown since—killers with higher body counts or greater savagery—but few have evaded capture as effectively or retained the stranglehold on our collective imaginations quite like the Ripper. Compared to Jack, Annie’s killer was a rank amateur; yet, thanks to Jack, his single act of depravity garnered all the attention any criminal could want and no innocent man could survive.

The legend of Jack the Ripper also gave birth to a new kind of journalism—graphic, provocative, titillating, vulgar, and speculative. It introduced the notion of murder as entertainment and marked the start of a bold new experiment that stretched the boundaries of what polite society would tolerate and even come to enjoy. The Ripper’s arrival signalled a new wave in the fourth estate: a tectonic shift from nationally syndicated news agencies pedalling innocuous human interest puff pieces to locally based news bureaus covering stories relevant to their own communities. As with all seismic fluctuations, the ripples forever altered the landscape of the Canadian press. Wire services were out and homespun stringers were the new world order. The local papers finally spoke in the voice of the people they served. A hierarchy soon developed in the media food chain: tiny regional rags, unable to sustain a reporting staff, scavenged furtively on the questionable tripe of their larger, more evolved competitors, always putting their unique regional spin on the story.

[image: ]
The legacy of Jack the Ripper lives to this day: if it bleeds, it leads. Murder sells newspapers, a sanguinary lesson writ worldwide in the wake of Saucy Jack’s killing spree. The Ripper’s fingerprints can be seen throughout the news coverage of Annie Kempton’s murder.

A brutal slaying was an oddly liberating act, at least as far as the Victorian media were concerned. Murder allowed even the most conservative paper to abandon its normal reserve and delve headfirst into a morbid world populated by the criminal element it once so studiously ignored.

For at least one tabloid, such an abrupt deviation from standard operating procedure caused an internal conflict that spawned some truly schizophrenic reportage. In the haze of the Kempton murder and the gathering thunderhead of suspicion over Peter Wheeler, the editor of the Digby Weekly Courier laid bare his moral struggle for all to see: “Criminal reporting is not in our line and to ‘kick a man when he is down’ is not our practice but the most lenient and sympathetic of men cannot but recognize now in Wheeler a human sunk to the lowest level.”9

Yet for all the feigned indignation at being forced to plumb such depths, the Courier was quick to draw parallels between Annie’s murder and the antics of Jack the Ripper, lest any of its readers failed to make the connection: “The details are sickening, even in the short mention we make herewith. It ranks with the worst of London slum scandals.”10 The Courier’s feeble protestations continued throughout its coverage of the murder and the subsequent trial, which—despite the editor’s vehement objections—monopolized every issue for the next nine months.

[image: ]
Jack the Ripper was not the media’s lone invention. If Saucy Jack represented a new breed of criminal, it was only a matter of time before a new species of law enforcement rose to combat him. It was no coincidence that the era of the Ripper was also the era of the supersleuths, eagle-eyed detectives capable of running their venomous arch rivals to ground.

Although entirely a figment of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s fevered imagination, the fictional Sherlock Holmes exemplified this new genus of investigator: tenacious, brilliant, and genteel, the perfect foil for the newly mutated strain of miscreants and blackguards. Doyle’s creation was all the rage thanks to a phenomenally successful serial in Strand Magazine. For a populace besieged by crime at every turn, the allure of an infallible detective who solved every case was obvious. Holmes’s popularity spawned countless knock-offs, including Agatha Christie’s crack detectives Miss Marple and Hercule Poirot, who collectively ushered in the golden age of detective fiction.

Commerce abhors a vacuum and the press is first and foremost a business. There was money to be made in murder, and ruffling the feathers of a few society dandies seemed a small price to pay for such bountiful riches. The London tabloids had inadvertently stumbled on a winning formula—one readily translated across the globe—and their Canadian counterparts wanted in on the action. England had the Ripper and Holmes; it now fell to the colonies to find their equal. The roles were already scripted: all the media needed were the right actors to fill them. With perfect dramatic timing, Annie’s horrific death had given the Maritime press their Ripper—all they lacked was their Holmes.

On the picturesque peninsula island of Nova Scotia, in a country barely two decades old, a star sat waiting to be born. Life would imitate art in a way that left the local press breathless with admiration and scrambling for superlatives. For on that tiny spit of land lived a detective of legendary prowess, a worthy successor to Doyle’s masterpiece. His name was Nicholas Power.


[image: A black and white photo of a light-skinned man of 62, standing straght with his hands behind his back, and looking off to the left. He wears the uniform of a hat with an embriodered-rim and a double-breasted coat with two rows of buttons. He has a trim grey mustache and beard and light eyes.]

Detective Nicholas Power, ready for his close-up, taken on his seventy-fifth birthday, two years after he retired.







four The Ineffable Detective Power

Policing in the age of Victoria Regina was in shambles, a tossed salad of do-gooders, cops on the take, and brutal dictators drunk on too much power and insufficient oversight. As went England, so went Canada, and the nation’s fledgling system of law and order was no exception. England’s paragon of crime busting, New Scotland Yard, was still cutting its teeth and Canada had yet to conceive of its equal.

The crime-fighting ethos at the turn of the nineteenth century was one of prevention rather than solution. The cop on the beat spent his days enforcing bylaws, not collaring the city’s riff-raff. As a consequence, corruption was rampant and almost any offence could be overlooked for the right price. A series of comedically inept attempts at altering public perception of law enforcement failed miserably. By mid-century, the image of the uniformed officer patrolling the street, keeping harm at bay, had become a cynical joke. As one astute observer wrote, the force was nothing more than “burly policemen, hunting in couples and used to decorate the entrances to the theatres.”1

As the century waned, Halifax waxed. The port city, willing to turn a blind eye to more than most, grew in leaps and bounds, bloated with waves of immigrants and groaning under the weight of its accumulated urban blight. The Halifax Police Department was established in 1864 to instill some sense of order in the lawless metropolis. One of its first recruits was an earnest mountain of a man named Nicholas Power. The day he reported for duty, he was all of twenty-four, full of piss and vinegar and unearned swagger. Before joining the nascent force, Power had spent four years in the Royal Navy, serving aboard the HMS Nile as a butcher’s boy.

[image: A black and white photo of around 45 men in uniform standing in front of the arched doors and ornate columns of an official-looking cinder-block building.]

The Halifax Police Department, September 15, 1894. Detective Nick Power, sporting his annually allotted suit, stands on the far right.



As criminals ran riot through the steep streets of “The Big Smoke,” Nick Power quickly learned that sporting the uniform afforded little cachet. By that time, fighting crime was largely confined to corralling drunks. Public intoxication was public enemy number one for the Halifax PD, followed closely by such mundane offences as common assault, theft, disorderly houses, profane language, and cattle-at-large.2 Young Mr. Power soon distinguished himself despite such banal adversaries, boasting an impressive arrest rate and a keen eye for spotting the criminal element.

It was this latter trait that garnered Power his first promotion. In November 1882 Power was named the department’s sole detective. With his new rank came a number of perks, including an annual salary of five hundred dollars and a clothing allowance of one suit per year. Nattily attired and released from the burden of herding cattle and rummies, Power was free to focus on a new avenue of police work: identifying and apprehending the unknown perpetrators of crimes already committed.

One of his earliest cases set the tone for the career that followed. Nick Power was dispatched to a robbery on Morris Street, the tony home of the affluent Albro family. That night, the Albros had attended Mass with their two servant girls, leaving the house unattended. They returned to discover more than a thousand dollars’ worth of jewellery and silver plate missing. The newly minted detective quickly surmised that the burglars must have entered through the front door and exited from the back, leaving the door ajar. Marks on the backyard fence indicated their escape route. Wax stains throughout the home hinted that the robbers had used candles to light their way. Power even found a candle stub near the backyard fence, buried in the grass.3

Power examined the candle with great interest, much to the bemusement of his fellow officers. He thought it stubbier than most, yet it bore no identifying marks. After a restless night pondering this lone elusive clue, Power sprang into action. He sent out a team of constables to query the city’s shops, looking for a match to his wax specimen. His instructions were met with derision by the junior officers, who saw it as a fool’s errand, but their diligence eventually paid off. Thomas Lahey, a shopkeeper at the head of the market wharf, claimed to be the only merchant in the entire city to carry that particular make of candle. As luck would have it, it was brand new stock and he had only sold one allotment to date: two boxes to the Royal Artillery canteen.

It was Power’s first real lead and he made a meal of it. While interrogating the homeowners, Power discovered that the Albros’ two servant girls were keeping company with some artillerymen. The detective then paid an unannounced visit to the canteen, where he learned the girls’ beaus had access to the candles. Based on this rather anemic chain of circumstantial evidence, the soldiers were arrested and convicted, along with their servant girl paramours.

The detective’s powers of deduction soon caught the eye of the city’s newshounds. Reporters pestered him for the intricate details of his cases and Power was only too willing to oblige. The Halifax tabloids overflowed almost daily with the detective’s latest exploits. Without fail and no matter how daunting the crime, Power somehow found the missing piece of the puzzle and brought the slippery villain to justice.

The press often likened Power to Sherlock Holmes but only because Power asked them to, though the detective then feigned discomfort at the comparison. Nick Power—a man imbued with media savvy decades before the ailment was formally recognized—played the part of the humble public servant to perfection, an act that took considerable pretense given his love of the spotlight and his insistence that his every move be reported to his adoring public. Never had the media met a more accommodating lawman.

Power was not only cunning, he was photogenic. The detective cut a dashing figure, straight out of Central Casting. Tall, regal and “endowed with a strong physique and rugged constitution,”4 Power was every inch the equal of his fictitious contemporaries.

His leading man looks may have landed him on the front page but his exploits kept him there. Of all Power’s high-profile, and highly profiled, cases, one stands head and shoulders above the rest. The detective’s magnum opus was a perfect media storm: Power was in rare form, the perpetrators were American, and the victim was no less than a crown prince and future king. It was all too good to be true (and would eventually be revealed as such) but the caper forever cemented Power’s reputation as Canada’s greatest detective, if only in the Halifax press.

The legendary caper unfolded in the final days of October 1883. Power, still the city’s lone detective, was playing a hunch. He spent the day checking out the latest arrivals in some of the downtown’s less reputable hotels, searching for anything that made his nose twitch. He noticed two young Americans whose nervous demeanour set off his finely honed criminal radar. As the two men left the hotel, Power took the opportunity to search their room, as was his prerogative in the days before warrants and the mandated protections of civil liberties. Power soon found a forty-eight-pound bag of dynamite underneath one of the beds. When the pair returned to their lodging, Power promptly placed them under arrest. Rummaging through their pockets, the detective came upon some luggage tags for the local depot. With tags
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