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            Here can be studied a crime of impulse in the process of generation; its development from a comparatively trivial feeling of irritation into a cold-blooded obsession to kill. It shows how the elementary seed taking root in an abnormal mind, may be fostered by the peculiar conditions of its soil, drawing evil sustenance from perverse fancies, religious fanaticism, and self-hypnotism until it becomes the dreadful master of a being who counts as little more than a murderous automaton.
Barry Richmond, The Weekly Dispatch Feb 12, 1922
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PROLOGUE
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As the hand of the church clock clicked past midday on Sunday 5 February 1899 the peace and tranquillity of the picturesque Kentish village of Biddenden was broken by the sight of the hatless and terrified village curate, Walter Raven, plunging dramatically out of the door of the schoolhouse into the heavy rain, with an anguished look on his face as though being chased by the devil himself. With his arms outstretched and his long frock coat flailing in the wind he ran into the street in obvious distress looking frantically for help, but the street was empty. In two minds where to seek assistance, the Chequers Inn tavern opposite or the schoolhouse next door, he chose the latter; surely Mr Houghton, the head teacher, would know what to do? 

The diabolical event which had just frightened the life out of the clergyman was to remain in the memories of the residents for decades. None of them could have foreseen the events that unfolded that sabbath day after the morning communion service and the residents were ill-prepared to comprehend and accept what happened. Newspapers were to report that “never in the history of the Weald has any event created such widespread interest in the district as the awful tragedy enacted in Biddenden.” Until this day the community had only suffered from minor disagreements which were soon settled, and no serious crime had occurred for over fifty years. But on that dismal rain swept Sunday morning an unedifying dispute between two residents which had been festering and causing unrest in the community for six years finally ended in an explosive finale and Walter Raven was the only witness. 

The village was just like any other small English rural community of the time with a convivial population of just over a thousand who were familiar with each other, where rumourmongering was common, and secrets were hard to conceal. Its main street is lined with attractive timbered and gabled former Flemish weavers’ cottages all with latticed windows. These contain both residences and an assortment of shops; every service the community might need. 

A regular omnibus plied the route from Tenterden to Headcorn allowing the residents access to the railway station at Headcorn and the shops of the busy small town of Tenterden. The spiritual needs were catered for by two chapels and the All-Saints Church, situated at the western end of the High Street, where a sharp left-hand bend circumvents the sizeable graveyard. Opposite stands the large National Society infant and primary school attended by a myriad of children.

Most of the village activity centred on the church, school and rectory and these three buildings played a major role in this terrible story but to fully comprehend what occurred that Sunday morning one must delve back seven years and more to when the chain of events took root in the typical Victorian rectory set back in its large well-kept garden at the top of the High Street.
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A young Bertha D'Spaen Haggerston Peterson sketched from a family portrait.

“I am not really a man hater; the difficulty is to meet with one who can really be called a man.”

23 August 1898.
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1:A VILLAGE FEUD
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The Reverend William Peterson had been Rector of the Sissinghurst parish in Kent since 1853 and lived with his wife Harriet in the Rectory. He was a Yorkshireman and a quintessential rural clergyman short of height with a long bushy white beard down to his chest, unruly receding hair and wearing thin round rimmed glasses. They had two sons, Edward and William, and three daughters, the youngest one named Bertha. All the children were born within 7 years of each other and were close. 

In 1882 the aging Reverend, who was now in his seventies, was transferred by Archbishop Tait to the less taxing Biddenden parish four miles down the road. By this time two of his daughters had tragically died and his two sons had moved on to lead their own lives becoming solicitors, one of them practicing in Lincolns Inn Fields, London and solicitor for the Cranbrook and Tenterden Light railway and the other in Holsworthy, Devon. This left just William, Harriet and Bertha in the multi roomed rectory aided by servants. 

Their daughter Bertha D’Spaen Haggerston Peterson was born at the Sissinghurst Rectory in 1853. She obviously received a religious and privileged upbringing and was well educated having a resident French governess named Albertina Eckel and a French tutor named Louisa Keller. Thanks to them she spoke fluent French and was a skilled musician, particularly of the harmonium and piano. 
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Bertha was an accomplished rider.

In her younger days she often travelled the continent living a Bohemian lifestyle and viewed herself as a gentlewoman known for her unconventional dress and behaviour; nothing like one would expect of a Reverend’s daughter, but she was well received by most people who viewed her as a charming and eloquent lady. She stood taller than the average man, and her gaunt, muscular figure made her noticeable. Her dull red coloured hair was long and kept tightly drawn back with a short stiff fringe. Her face was quite striking with a firm chin, long thin nose and thin-lipped mouth, but the most curious feature was her small eyes which differed in size and shape, a family generic throw-back that she concealed behind a double lens pince-nez which only added to her mystery.

She was skilled and daring in horsemanship as a member of the Mid-Kent Stag Hounds but later became an enthusiastic cyclist. Bertha was devoted to her parents, particularly her mother who was a lifelong sufferer of epilepsy and required care. When at home she took a great interest in parish affairs and helped teach the choir, played the church organ and regularly visited the school which came under the church auspices. She made many, mainly female friends, who thought her charming but believed she was disdainful of men. She was once quoted as commenting “I am not really a man hater; the difficulty is to meet with one who can really be called a man.”

As the years passed her father’s health became frailer and in 1887, he collapsed during a sermon and had to be carried back to the rectory. At this time his wife was experiencing worsening epileptic fits requiring her to have almost constant supervision. On April 17th., 1892, a horrific tragedy struck when Harriet was in the parlour alone standing near the open fireplace to keep warm and collapsed. Her upper body and head fell into the burning fire and when the Reverend returned, she was smouldering in the hearth or as the local newspaper reported “was burned to a cinder upon the fire into which she had fallen.” He dragged her out and called for help and their family doctor, Dr Henry Eagle Bate attended but there was nothing he could do. It was the most horrific death imaginable and severely affected the family who had to draw on their faith to see them through the trauma. 

Bertha was the most upset by her mother’s horrible demise and it had an indelible effect on her over the next few years. After his wife’s death the Reverend was unable to cope and so in February 1893 Bertha decided to move back into the family home. At first, she was kept busy organising the house and being of a masterful disposition soon assumed complete control helped by Alice Cooper the maid and the gardener. It wasn’t long before she found the rectory a lonely and mournful place and so she roamed the district on foot or by bicycle becoming a familiar figure but often raised eyebrows with her perceived eccentric behaviour like visiting the shops in her night wear. 

With her nomadic lifestyle on hold she became increasingly bored and sought other outlets for her energy which included interfering with parish and school matters. This was not appreciated by the churchwardens or teachers and soon exasperated them, but they could do little to stop her. Her father was now rather reclusive and easily influenced by his daughter and left more duties to her. She tried to take over the Sunday school class and began playing the church organ in services and conducting choir practice. Her actions were described by the churchwardens and others as “haughty and presumptuous” leading to many disputes.

She had a habit of walking into the classes disrupting them and wandering amongst the children patting their heads and tousling their hair, but the teachers noticed that she rarely interacted with them verbally or helped them with their work. She seemed to find it difficult to relate to them which seemed to frustrate her. The school was efficiently run by a newly arrived head teacher named Alfred Arthur Houghton who lived in the schoolhouse with his wife Clara. She was also a teacher, and the couple had four sons aged between five months and seven years. Being a Church of England National Society school established and funded by the church it provided basic education to all children in the parish teaching the three “R’s” and religious education and a daily act of worship. The school
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	Are you innocent of this crime??

	Can you tell me how I can clear you??













[image: ]






d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
MbE
MADNESSEEEp . §

BERMHASPETERSON

JOIRIN] [BROONLAND





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image006.jpg





d2d_images/image009.jpg





d2d_images/scene_break.png





