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Caroline Mary Luard (nee Hartley)

1850-1908

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

AUTHOR’S NOTE
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The 1908 unsolved murder of Caroline Luard has been the subject of extensive writing over the decades, characterized by enduring mystery and intrigue. Given this widespread coverage, one might question the necessity of another book on the topic. While I do not claim to have discovered new evidence that will definitively solve the case, I do offer my own reflections at the conclusion of the book. This narrative delves more deeply into the intrigue, mayhem and consequences it had for the police and the local community, also the social and political upheaval it caused and more importantly the devastation of the Luard family. 

This publication is the third volume in The Edwardian Detective Edwin Fowle Series, which chronicles his murder investigations during his tenure as head of the Kent County Constabulary detective department which happened to include the Luard case. Previous accounts have oddly overlooked his contribution, focusing instead on Scotland Yard, which had minimal involvement in the case. This oversight can be attributed to a romanticized view of the “Yard” by many writers and a lack of understanding regarding the organizational structure and operations of the Kent Force at the time. In order to do justice to Detective Inspector Edwin Fowle and his colleagues, this narrative is written on their behalf and from the perspective of the real lead investigating officer. 
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PROLOGUE
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On the fine summer afternoon of 24 August 1908 a dreadful murder was committed near the picturesque Kentish village of Ightham in a spot known locally as Seal Chart, two miles west of the village and five miles east of Sevenoaks, nestled in a quiet corner of the Garden of England. The murder was described by the local Sevenoaks Chronicle newspaper as “not only the most sensational crime of the age, but one of the most mysterious that sent a thrill of horror through the whole country” It threw the community into disarray and had repercussions way beyond the actual murder including the devastation of the Luard family. 

In 1908, the village was and still is, full of ancient half-timbered houses overlooked by a medieval church and surrounded by large country houses and estates such as Ightham Court, Ightham Mote, Barham Court and St Clere. These housed peers, clergy, judiciary and retired military gentlemen who made up the cream of County society, although these are long gone. The area was a secluded place, with few interests outside its own borders. Everybody knew everybody else and everyone knew their place. Labourers saluted generals and Lords; Justices of the Peace socialised with the doctors and the clergy, while the villagers gossiped the doings of the gentry. It had been like this for centuries, but the killing of a woman of high social position, or “one of their own,” without apparent motive in broad daylight on a summer afternoon on private property suddenly blighted their idyllic milieu and unsettled them.

Their ire turned towards what they perceived as the “pests infesting the countryside” referring to the nuisance and threat caused by the massive influx of poor Londoners, economic vagrants, gypsies and thieves who arrived in the spring and summer looking for seasonal work, particularly for the six-week long hop and apple picking season. Many lived rough in the woods and fields often trespassing on the gentry property. It was a topic that had been regularly discussed at dinner parties by the gentry and had festered under the surface for a long time. 

The police were under pressure from the beginning to solve the crime quickly and came under great criticism but were hindered by many limitations. Their main problem was that they had no prime suspect, witnesses, motive, murder weapon or forensics. They were also hampered by a total lack of the technological and forensic assets that modern policing enjoy. Transport and adequate communication was an improvised affair with only a few Kent police stations linked to the telephone; village police stations were only connected in 1925, so only telegram, post office runners or hand delivery was available to them. Transport was by horseback, train, hired cab, or hitching lifts with only 130 police bicycles in the County mainly used by village bobbies. Superintendents had the luxury of a pony and trap with a driver, a step up from the dog carts they previously used, but most constables completed their beat on foot. These drawbacks made it impossible to arrive at crime scenes quickly or to relay or receive urgent messages. None of these difficulties though curbed the determination of Det. Inspector Edwin Fowle and his detectives to crack the case. 

Edwin Fowle was a much respected and renowned officer with a natural aptitude for detective work. He was a stickler for correct police procedure and record keeping and his superiors and the judiciary were complimentary of the way he prepared cases for court, few of which failed to get a prosecution. In his twelve years as a detective Edwin had an unrivalled record of success having investigated many high profile murder cases receiving many commendations plus a coveted police merit medal. Two of the more sensational ones were the 1901 Tonbridge Murder when a seven-year-old girl was abducted, raped and murdered on New Year’s Eve and the 1905 Tenterden Murder when an Algerian street hawker had his throat cut in a field in the hamlet of St Michaels; accounts of both these murders can be found in my Detective Edwin Fowle Series. His full profile can be found at the end of the book. But was this case going to be one of his most challenging? 
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Major-General Charles Luard and his wife Caroline. (Daily Mirror)
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Ightham knoll, residence of Charles and Caroline Luard. (Courier)
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1: 48 HOURS AFTER THE MURDER


[image: ]


On the afternoon of Wednesday 26 August 1908, thirty-six-year-old Detective Inspector Edwin Fowle was seated at a long table covered in a red tablecloth in the oak panelled dining room of an unpretentious house with half-timbered gables and red tiled walls named Ightham Knoll. It was nestled in eight acres of ground a little beyond the quaint Sir Jeffrey Amherst tavern, a favourite watering hole of the West Kent Foxhounds meet. It was named thus as it stood on a prominence in a clearing in the dense pine and oak woods which in summer had a dense undergrowth of bramble and bracken. The area was known by the local population as Seal Chart, Seal being the name of one of the nearby villages some four miles from Sevenoaks. Ightham Knoll had been the rented residence of Major-General Charles Edward Luard R.E., F.R.G.S, J.P. and his wife Caroline since his retirement in 1887. 

He was there to take part in an inquest and awaiting the arrival of the District Coroner Thomas Buss, a man Edwin knew well as they had worked together on many murder and suspicious death cases. It was an unusual venue for such an official inquiry, particularly when the body of the victim was still lying in the bedroom above his head. He was more accustomed to attending them in local taverns, hotels, council halls and churches but never in the dining room of a rather grand private house and never under the circumstances he was presently witnessing. But then, everything that had occurred over the last two days had been unusual and in his twelve years as a detective he had never experienced anything quite like it. 

The General was a familiar figure in the area and although not a rich man had collected a legion of rich and influential friends through his duties as a JP and was part of the county set. For this reason Edwin’s inquiry was already proving a diplomatic nightmare and he had to tread very carefully. The Luards were surrounded by many prominent people. Next door was the Frankfield Estate home to eighty-year-old retired stockbroker Horace Wilkinson and his wife Annie. Edwin was aware that he was terminally ill and most famous for owning Oliver Cromwell's embalmed head, which he inherited from his father Josiah Wilkinson in 1822 who bought it for £100. Another close friend was sixty-three-year-old Colonel Charles Warde late of the West Kent Yeomanry. He was the MP for the Medway Constituency and lived on the grand Barham Court Estate outside the village of Teston. But his closest friend was fifty-eight-year-old Lt Col. Henry Murray Ashley Warde late of the 19th Hussars who happened to be the Chief Constable of Kent and Edwin’s boss, which was already causing Edwin some headaches.

Edwin stared out of one of the mullioned bay windows in an exhaustion induced trance caused by forty-eight hours on duty with little sleep. He was having difficulty keeping awake and was being lulled further by the sound of gently ticking clocks. He admired the large expanse of neat lawn and well stocked colourful flowerbeds against the blue sky and trying to relax. But it was not a peaceful scene outside with intrusive sounds of general commotion, orders being shouted, loud conversations and the irritating noisy sounds of motor car engines. There were groups of exhausted uniformed colleagues who had searched the whole area all through Monday night into Tuesday in torrential rain in a desperate bid to find elusive evidence and he was thankful he had not been out with them. The unseasonal weather of rain and gales which had lasted for days following a drought had hampered their search but today it had dawned clear. 

Earlier that morning he had watched the ever-industrious Sergeant Paramour of the Sevenoaks Police, who had been given the responsibility of arranging the seating, supervise the morose house staff along with some of his men in removing most of the furniture and valuables and stripping every room in the house to gather an assortment of chairs which had been positioned to form the resemblance of a courtroom. He had wandered the hallways while this was occurring admiring the paintings and the large collection of native masks, shields and spears adorning the walls which the General had obviously collected on his postings. Apparently he had served in Gibraltar, Bermuda, Corfu and Natal in South Africa where he had surveyed and sketched the country in which General Buller's army afterwards fought his fiercest battles and had been selected to visit the Sultan of Morocco in Fez in 1871 to accompany a mission to the African monarch. 

His gaze drifted to a portrait of the General dressed in his scarlet uniform of the Royal Engineers with his medals proudly displayed on his chest. Below it was a photograph of two smiling boys which Edwin presumed was his two sons, Charles and Eric. He had been informed that  Eric had died from fever while serving with the Queen’s Own Royal West Kent Regiment in Somaliland, but Charles Elmhirst was presently stationed in Natal, South Africa, a Captain in the King’s African rifles who had survived a serious injury in the battle of Abassi and received a DSO.

Edwin was shaken out of his indolence as more people began to enter the room. These were the seventeen strong jury dressed as smartly as was possible under their varying financial circumstances and summoned from nearby hamlets. They had been assigned the bay window seat and other chairs in front of the window with their backs to the garden probably purposely to avoid them being distracted by the goings on outside. He could imagine how their wives and mothers had fussed over them to ensure that they did not let down the family reputation on such an important occasion. Most of them were obviously overawed about being in such a house which in normal circumstances they would never have been invited into. Earlier they had been led in a sombre procession up the stairs to view the body in the bedroom and had returned rather subdued as would be expected. He felt sorry for them as he would bet anything that the inquest, on past performances, would be protracted and probably drag on for weeks keeping them away from their work.

He could now see Superintendent Albert Taylor, whom, again, he had worked many cases with, chatting in the hallway to his boss the Chief Constable of Kent. In many respects Edwin was lucky as the detective department was autonomous and only answerable to Warde, but sometimes Edwin had difficulty relating to him and was frustrated when he interfered as was happening in this case. Albert Taylor was a rather flamboyant character, tall, thin and in his early sixties with an extravagant handlebar moustache and whiskers. He was to retire in three years after a long successful career to be replaced by the newly promoted Edwin. But that was the future. Each of the twelve Kent police divisions had a superintendent in charge, the highest uniformed rank at the time, and Albert was head of the Sevenoaks Division within whose jurisdiction the murder had occurred. ​

Once the superintendent had finished his discussion a smartly dressed man approached the Chief Constable. He was Chief Inspector James Scott of Scotland Yard who had been sent down from London at the request of Warde as a consultant and had arrived that morning to great interest from the press. They had already dubbed him “a man of few words, but of great experience..” Edwin had been introduced to the Scotsman, who still retained his strong accent. The man had a modest handlebar moustache with goatee beard and was dressed in an expensive looking suit with waistcoat and a spotted tie. Edwin had to admit he looked very dapper, but then he was from London.

Edwin eyed the Yard man with just a pinch of resentment because he was already being viewed as some kind of saviour which had piqued a bit of jealousy from Edwin who felt that being an experienced and successful detective of twelve years standing himself he had the investigation well in hand and did not need outside help. He felt his authority and role on the case had been usurped somewhat before he had had the chance to fully investigate. 

He realised deep down that the request was more of a face-saving exercise should the local force fail to solve the case. With the Yard present they could easily be blamed on the basis that if “Scotland Yard cannot solve it who can.” Provisional police officers countrywide had historically a natural antipathy towards London detectives muscling in on their patches invited or not and this was why many had created their own detective departments.

He looked round the table. Opposite him were two empty chairs for the coroner and his assistant who would sit with their backs to the fireplace and a chair to the right for the witnesses. Facing the Coroner and on Edwin’s left would be Warde, and on his left Scott. Sitting on the right side of Edwin would be Superintendent Taylor and Major Lafone, the Deputy Chief. This line up only exemplified the importance attached to the case but the presence of so many high-ranking officers made Edwin somewhat uncomfortable and the whole scenario was rather surreal. Some were already querying the hands-on presence of the Warde in the case as a clash of interest with him being a great friend of the Luard family and other upper-class notables involved.

Edwin had realised immediately that the case would be treated as sensational, and he had been proved right; but it was also proving to be a bit of a circus particularly in regard to the behaviour of the huge press contingent now making themselves a noisy nuisance outside. Edwin could not believe how quickly the press had got hold of the story unaware that a Chronicle correspondent Foster MacAdam had achieved a scoop and had immediately put the story on the wires to press agencies in London and elsewhere. He had never been a fan of the press in any of its guises. In his opinion they were intrusive, interfering, prone to exaggerate, and sensationalise, embellish and invent stories and were a general blimming nuisance. For all these reasons and more he avoided them like the plague and never gave interviews. 

It was a habit that he had acquired when first becoming a detective and read the General Orders which stipulated that “a detective should avoid everything likely to lead to their identity” requiring him to preserve his anonymity at all costs in order to be able to execute his duties and “should give every possible assistance to the police in the several divisions, keeping as much as possible out of the witness box themselves.” It always made Edwin smile when he thought back to those early days and the naivety of the General Orders particularly the bit “Detective officers, when on duty, should not, unless absolutely necessary, be seen in company with officers in uniform, nor should they be seen in police vehicles, nor in any situation likely to cause suspicion that they are connected with the Constabulary. They should not salute.” He often wondered whether he was a spy or a police officer, but he always liked the bit about not saluting. It was fine not to appear in the witness box but totally impractical. His job description was to obtain “information and evidence which he should place in the hands of divisional superintendents to work on, rather than appear in court himself” but it rarely worked that way. During his career he had dealt with scores of high-profile cases and could not avoid court appearances and reluctantly found his name in newspaper coverage all the time. 

A jostling scrum of thirty plus members of the press intent on witnessing the inquest had gathered early that morning at the gate of the Knoll in anticipation. They had much to their indignation been barred from entering due to the lack of space. This had caused a furore and police constables had been assigned to keep them at bay while negotiations took place. They constantly badgered the two officers guarding the gate for information and whenever they were pushed back to allow entry to a carriage they stared keenly at the occupants and bulbs flashed. The commotion also attracting local residents. 

Many had already begun to rebel against the hearing being held behind “closed doors” when such inquiries were by law open to anyone. It was as though there was an attempt to shroud it in secrecy. Officers were guarding the estate gates and patrolling the woods and fields to repel over keen reporters who were trying to use footpaths that meandered the woodland around the house to circumvent the police blockade to the murder scene. He could hear Albert and Warde discussing the situation and it appeared that due to the unusual setting only six reporters were going to be allowed in. They were unaware of this at the moment, and he hoped it wasn’t going to be him who had to face them when they discovered the decision. 

When Thomas Buss the Coroner finally arrived he had to push his way through the throng with questions being shouted from all directions. Sergeant Paramour announced his arrival, and he entered the room. Everyone stood and having greeted
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