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Copyright


Introduction



The Calendar of Crime covers nearly 1,000 years of British criminal history, from the assassination of King Edward the Martyr in 978 to the obscenity case over Lady Chatterley’s Lover in 1960. It features many of the most notorious crimes during that period, ranging from pickpocketing to murder. There will no doubt be many omissions and in some cases no specific date could be found (such as the supposed trial for the murder of a statue of the Virgin Mary in Hawarden, Wales, in AD 946). The cut-off date of 1960 also means no mention of the Yorkshire Ripper, the Great Train Robbery and other modern crimes which are perhaps too fresh in the memory.


Sources



This book relies heavily on original newspaper accounts (available digitally via the British Library), the Newgate Calendar (available online at www.exclassics.com) and the Proceedings of the Old Bailey website. Many, many other books and websites have been a great help in identifying crimes worthy of inclusion and the relevant dates. Some limited examples: Brewer’s Rogues, Villains and Eccentrics, www.executedtoday.com, www.rictornorton.co.uk, the Murderer’s Who’s Who by Gaute and Odell, The Criminal Recorder by A.F (1815), www.murderpedia.com, 501 Most Notorious Crimes by Paul Donnelly and The Book of Days by Robert Chambers.


1 January



On the evening of 1 January 1845, the electric telegraph operator at Paddington railway station received this message:



A MURDER HAS GUST BEEN COMMITTED

AT SALT HILL AND THE SUSPECTED

MURDERER WAS SEEN TO TAKE A

FIRST CLASS TICKET TO LONDON BY THE

TRAIN WHICH LEFT SLOUGH AT 7.42 PM

HE IS IN THE GARB OF A KWAKER

WITH A GREAT COAT ON WHICH REACHES

NEARLY DOWN TO HIS FEET HE IS

IN THE LAST COMPARTMENT OF

THE SECOND CLASS COMPARTMENT



The operator, not realising that ‘Kwaker’ referred to Quaker (the system did not use J, Q or Z), asked for the communication to be repeated before passing it to police. By the time the train arrived at 8.20 p.m., a police officer was waiting to identify and follow the suspect. John Tawell, 60, was arrested and charged with the murder of his second wife Sarah Hart by poisoning her glass of stout with Scheele’s Prussic Acid, a treatment for varicose veins which contained hydrogen cyanide. Tawell claimed his wife had inadvertently killed herself by eating too many apple pips but was convicted and sentenced to death. He became known as ‘The Man Hanged by the Electric Telegraph’.


2 January



The MP and baronet Sir John Hotham was beheaded on this day in 1645 after making the mistake of defying both the king and Parliament during the English Civil War. He was first declared a traitor after barring Charles I from entering Hull to make use of its stockpile of weapons in April 1642, forcing the king to move to Nottingham. Hotham then seems to have had a disastrous change of heart as the Royalists initially got the better of the early exchanges with the Parliamentarian forces. Together with his eldest son – Captain John Hotham the younger, who served under Thomas Fairfax – he began secret negotiations to hand over the Hull stronghold to the Royalists. The deception was discovered and Parliament ordered the arrest of both Hothams in June 1643. Sir John attempted to escape but was arrested in Beverley in Yorkshire and taken to London for court martial. Both Sir John and his son (who blamed his father for the betrayal) were convicted of treason and executed on successive days at Tower Hill. According to one account, Sir John’s ‘unwillingness to die appeared by his many delays and no doubt but that he had thoughts of pardon till the last’.


3 January



[image: images]

The ‘Siege of Sidney Street’ in the East End of London in 1911 pitted two Latvian anarchists against 200 police officers, a company of Scots Guards and Home Secretary Winston Churchill. The Latvians were believed to be responsible for the murder of three policemen in Houndsditch two weeks earlier on 16 December and detectives had received a tip-off that the gang was hiding out at No. 100 Sidney Street. At 2 a.m., the building was surrounded by armed officers. For the next six hours gunfire echoed around the street until the hideout mysteriously caught fire. Churchill, who was famously photographed peering around a corner at the battle, ordered the firefighters not to intervene and, when the blaze died down, two bodies were recovered. Neither of them was the legendary ‘Peter the Painter’, the supposed leader of the gang. Nobody knows his true identity – or if he even existed at all. As for Churchill, the future war leader was widely mocked in Parliament for risking his life and taking control of the operation. He would later admit in his diaries that curiosity got the better of him: ‘I should have done better to have remained quietly in my office.’


4 January



English history might have been very different if King Charles I had not attempted to arrest five MPs for treason on this day in 1642. Seeking to impose his royal authority, Charles marched into the House of Commons with armed soldiers only to find that the troublesome ‘Five Members’ – John Pym, John Hampden, Denzil Holles, Arthur Haselrig and William Strode – had already left. Taking the Speaker’s chair, Charles told the remaining MPs: ‘So long as those persons that I have accused are here, I cannot expect that this House will be in the right way I do heartily wish it.’ When he asked Speaker William Lenthall if he knew where the five men were, the Speaker (on bended knee) defiantly replied: ‘I have neither eyes to see nor tongue to speak in this place but as this House is pleased to direct me.’ After a long silence, the king replied: ‘Well, since I see all my birds are flown I do expect from you that you will send them unto me as soon as they return hither.’ Six days later, Charles fled from London for his own safety and began to prepare for the outbreak of the Civil War.


5 January



Ten-year-old Mona Tinsley left school in Newark in Nottinghamshire at 4 p.m. on 5 January 1937. She never arrived home. By 9 p.m., a full police search was underway. There were several sightings: a schoolboy saw Mona with a man at the bus station, a bus driver reported that a man and a girl travelled on the 4.45 p.m. to Retford, and at Retford there was a sighting of a young girl in the back garden of the home of Frederick Nodder. Another witness had seen Nodder – a former lodger with the Tinsley family – waiting outside the school in Newark. At Nodder’s house, police found drawings and writing by Mona. But there was no sign of the girl. With no body to prove murder, Nodder was charged with abduction and jailed for seven years at Warwick Assizes. The judge told him: ‘it may be that time will reveal the dreadful secret which you carry in your breast.’ Five months later, a family rowing in the River Idle discovered Mona’s body floating in the water. Nodder, who claimed he had put Mona on a bus to Sheffield, was convicted of murder at Nottingham Assizes. He was hanged on 30 December 1937.


6 January



Evelyn Foster was dying. As she lay in bed, her body so badly burnt it was obvious she had only hours to live, she told her story: on the evening of 6 January 1931, she was driving a Hudson Super Six taxi back to her father’s garage in Otterburn, Northumberland, when she was flagged down by a smart man in a bowler hat. She agreed to take him to Ponteland, but he took over the wheel, knocked her unconscious and indecently assaulted her. Then he set the car on fire. She managed to clamber away from the vehicle and was found a short while later by a passing bus driver. Evelyn died the following morning, aged 27. Nobody was ever charged and the police seem to have dismissed her version of events. At the inquest, the jury were provided with two alternative theories: either Evelyn was murdered by this mysterious stranger, or she accidentally set herself on fire as well as the car, perhaps in order to claim on the insurance. Although a post-mortem found no evidence of an assault, the jury returned a verdict of wilful murder. So who was the ‘dandy in the bowler hat’?


7 January



The ‘Christmas Cutpurse’, John Selman, was hanged on 7 January 1612 after he was caught stealing a purse in the presence of King James I. It was a daring, but foolish attempt: Selman, disguised in a handsome black velvet cloak, sneaked into the King’s Chapel in Whitehall as a crowd of nobles watched the monarch take Communion on Christmas Day. But the promise of rich pickings soon evaporated after he was caught red-handed with a bag of shillings lifted from a lord’s servant. Selman confessed and agreed to give evidence against other thieves in return for a Christian burial. In his dying speech from the gallows at Charing Cross, he declared:



I have deserved death long before this time, and deservedly now I suffer death. The offense I die for, was high presumption, a fact done even in the Kings Majesty’s presence, even in the Church of God, in the time of divine Service, and the celebration of the Sacred Communion, for which if forgiveness may descend from God’s tribunal Throne, with penitence of heart I desire it.



Such was Selman’s fame that Ben Jonson quickly wrote the ‘Christmas Cutpurse’ into his masque Love Restored.


8 January



The last man to be hanged for blasphemy in Britain was a young Scottish student who ridiculed the Bible as a fable and claimed Jesus was nothing more than a third-rate magician. The year was 1697, and the state was determined to make an example out of Thomas Aikenhead, the 20-year-old son of a chirurgeon from Edinburgh. According to the indictment, Aikenhead not only dismissed Christ’s miracles as pranks, but also described his disciples as ‘blockish fisher fellows whom he knew had strong imaginations’. Further claims included his rejection of the Holy Trinity, his preference for the prophet Mohammed over Jesus and his confident belief that Christianity would be eradicated by the beginning of the nineteenth century. In a plea for mercy written before his trial, Aikenhead insisted that he was a Christian who believed in both the Old and New Testament and was only repeating ‘the sentiments and opinions of some atheisticall writers whose names I can particularly condescend upon’. He was convicted of the charge on the evidence of five fellow students and on 8 January 1697 he was hanged on a gibbet on the road between Edinburgh and Leith. The blasphemy law was finally abolished in 2008.


9 January



Although his hands were warm with blood,

He down to supper sat,

And passed the time in merry mood,

With drink and songs and chat.



This, according to a local ballad, was how John Thurtell celebrated disposing of his victim William Weare on 24 October 1823. Thurtell, a mayor’s son, former Royal Marine and boxer, decided to do away with Weare, a solicitor, to avoid paying a gambling debt of £300. He invited Weare to a weekend of games and alcohol with his friends at a cottage in Radlett, Hertfordshire. Shortly before reaching their destination in a horse-drawn carriage, Thurtell shot Weare in the face with a pistol. When this failed to extinguish his life, Thurtell slashed his throat with a knife and battered his brains out with the gun. After hiding the corpse in a pond, Thurtell enjoyed a supper of pork chops and a drunken singalong. But the crime was soon discovered and both Thurtell and his friend Joseph Hunt were convicted of murder. Thurtell was hanged on 9 January 1824, aged 29, but Hunt was spared the death sentence and transported to Australia.

[image: images]


10 January



The notorious eighteenth-century pickpocket Mary Young was such a talented thief that she was nicknamed Diving Jenny (or Jenny Diver, also a character in The Beggar’s Opera). Her nimble fingers first demonstrated their worth at the age of 10, when she was taught needlework by her foster mother in Ireland. At 15 she decided to head for London, where, having failed to earn a living from sewing, she fell in with a gang of thieves and learnt the tricks of the trade. One of her favourite escapades involved disguising herself as a pregnant lady and fainting in the middle of the crowds at St James’s Park in London, allowing her accomplices to lift as many valuables as possible from the distracted spectators. Jenny was convicted twice under different names and transported to the American colonies, only to return to London. Her luck ran out on 10 January 1741, when one of her victims managed to grab hold of her hand in mid-pick and refused to let go even after being punched in the face. This time the court was aware of her previous offences and sentenced her to death. Jenny was hanged at Tyburn on 18 March.


11 January



On 11 January 1920, Hannah Calladine and her two children left the market town of Glossop, never to be seen alive again. Their mysterious disappearance was only solved three years later, when a 4-year-old boy living in the same neighbourhood also went missing. This time a huge search was mounted by the police and local volunteers. One of the willing hands, 62-year-old farm labourer Albert Burrows, the bigamous husband of Mrs Calladine, told officers he took young Tommy Wood for a walk through the fields; while he was trying to catch a rabbit, the boy ran off. Suspicious of his account, detectives kept him under watch. When Tommy’s body was found at the bottom of a disused mineshaft, Burrows attempted to flee across the moors, followed by an angry mob of spectators. He was found hiding under a holly bush and driven away, past hordes of baying locals, to the police station. Two months later, while Burrows was awaiting trial for murder, the mineshaft was drained of water to reveal the bodies of Mrs Calladine, her 15-month-old son and her 4-year-old daughter. Burrows was hanged in Nottingham on 8 August 1923.


12 January



The original Great Train Robbery took place in 1855 on the South Eastern Railway between London and Folkestone. It was only when the cargo reached its destination in Paris that it was discovered 200lb of gold (then worth £12,000) had been removed from the bullion safe in the guard’s van and replaced with lead weights. Although railway staff were suspected, the case remained unsolved until the following year when one of the thieves, Edward Agar (who had since been sentenced to penal transportation for life for forging a cheque for £700), decided to tell police the full story. With the help of three railway employees – former ticket printer William Pierce, office clerk William Tester and guard James Burgess – he created replica keys to the bullion safe, tested them, and performed several dry runs before choosing a target. After successfully removing the gold before the train reached Folkestone, Agar melted it down and sold some of it to pay off his conspirators. On 12 January 1857, after a trial at the Old Bailey, Burgess and Tester were sentenced to transportation for fourteen years and Pierce was imprisoned for two years.


13 January



The Victorian eccentric Dr William Price was a Welsh nationalist, a Chartist, a vegetarian, an archdruid, an advocate of ‘free love’ and a naked rambler. Even when clothed he refused to wear socks and insisted on washing any coins that were given to him. Dr Price also pioneered cremation at a time when burial was thought to be the only proper way of dealing with a dead body. On 13 January 1884, following the tragic death of his 5-month-old son Iesu Grist (Welsh for Jesus Christ), he built a pyre near his home in Llantrisant, Glamorgan. The fire was quickly spotted by local residents and police officers had to rescue Price from an angry mob. An autopsy confirmed that the baby boy had died of natural causes but Price, then aged 83, was arrested and put on trial at Cardiff Assizes for illegally disposing of a dead body. The judge agreed with his argument that the law did not explicitly outlaw cremation and Price was released. On 14 March, Price was allowed to perform a full cremation on his son in a druidic ceremony. The first official cremation, of Jeannette Pickersgill, took place in Woking on 26 March 1885.


14 January



At the back of the Adelphi Theatre in London’s West End, a plaque marks the location of a sensational murder:



WILLIAM TERRISS

1847 – 1897

HERO OF THE ADELPHI MELODRAMAS

MET HIS UNTIMELY END OUTSIDE THIS THEATRE

16 DECEMBER 1897



Terriss, an established and popular actor, had just arrived at the theatre for his performance that night when a man ran up and stabbed him twice in the back. Terriss turned to face his attacker, only to be stabbed in the chest. He bled to death within minutes. The killer, 32-year-old Richard Prince (also known as Mad Archer), was arrested nearby and explained: ‘Mr Terriss would not allow me to have any employment and I did it in revenge.’ Terriss had previously helped the young actor find work but Prince was notoriously unstable and had been fired from his job at the Adelphi. He had become jealous of the older man’s success, and was heard to make comments like ‘fools often succeed in life where men of genius fail’. On 14 January 1898, Prince was found ‘guilty of murder but insane’ at the Old Bailey and remained at Broadmoor Asylum until his death thirty-nine years later.


15 January



Whiteabbey, Belfast, Northern Ireland. 1953. Iain Hay Gordon, a 21-year-old RAF clerk, was arrested and charged with the murder of 19-year-old judge’s daughter Patricia Curran. He replied: ‘it was not wilful murder’ but was brought before a special court and remanded in custody to await trial. The case against him was based on his confession: in the early hours of 13 November 1952, he met Patricia as she walked home university and asked for a kiss. She resisted his advances and called him a beast. He lost control and stabbed her thirty-seven times. The confession resulted in a verdict of ‘guilty but insane’ and he spent the next seven years locked up in a psychiatric hospital. In 1993 he began a legal fight to clear his name, based on contradictory evidence, police misconduct and an unfair trial. How come there was hardly any blood at the scene despite the severity of the injuries? Why was Gordon told by police that if he didn’t confess they would tell his mother about his friendship with a gay man? Why did his lawyers insist on putting forward the insanity defence? Only in 2000 would he succeed in having the conviction quashed by the Northern Ireland Court of Appeal.


16 January



On 16 January 1673, the ‘German Princess’ Mary Carleton (aka Henrietta Maria van Wolway) was called before a judge at the Old Bailey to explain herself. Was she the same woman who had been banished to Jamaica a few years before for stealing a silver tankard? Mary admitted that she was, and the following day was condemned to death. Her execution on 22 January brought an end to the life of a highly successful identity fraudster. For Mary Carleton was not a real German princess. She was in fact born in Canterbury, her father was a chorister rather than a lord and her first husband was a shoemaker in her home town. In 1663 she arrived in London in the guise of an orphan princess reduced to ‘exposing her body to the pleasure of every bidder’. Her unfortunate tale attracted the offer of marriage from John Carleton, an 18-year-old lawyer’s clerk, but she was soon exposed and prosecuted for bigamy. Incredibly, she was acquitted after the prosecution failed to locate her first husband. Carleton then perfected her ploy of seducing wealthy men and running off with their valuables while they slept – until that fateful conviction for stealing a tankard.


17 January



The ‘notorious Impostor’ Lodowicke Muggleton was sentenced to stand in the pillory for three days after being convicted of creating his own religion. According to a report of the trial at the Old Bailey, in 1651 Muggleton and his confederate William Reeve declared that they were ‘the last two Witnesses of God on Earth’ mentioned in the Book of Revelation. As such these two humble tailors had the power to pronounce the power of salvation and damnation upon anyone they chose, being respectively the Blessing Prophet and the Cursing Prophet. Muggleton’s 14-year-old wife Sarah was the first to be blessed. Following Reeve’s death, he ‘seduced divers weak and unstable people (especially of the Female Sex) to become his Proselytes’ (also known as Muggletonians). He accused the Quakers of witchcraft and wrote a book cursing one of their members and in August 1776 was arrested for blasphemy. He was convicted by the jury on 17 January 1677 and sent to jail until he paid a £500 fine. During Muggleton’s three days in the pillory (two hours a time at Temple Gate, the Royal Exchange and Smithfield Market), his books were burnt over his head.

[image: images]


18 January



[image: images]

Fifteen years before the birth of Frankenstein’s monster in the novel by Mary Shelley, an experiment was carried out on the body of a hanged man. Two conducting rods, linked to a powerful battery, were pressed against his face. To the shock of the assembled audience, his jaw began to quiver, an eye opened and his limbs shook as if he had been brought back to life. One observer is said to have died of fright. The subject of this ‘Galavanic’ experiment (the process is named after the Italian physicist who carried out similar experiments on frogs) was a convicted murderer who had been hanged outside Newgate Prison earlier that day, 18 January 1803. The unfortunate George Forster was found to have drowned his wife and infant child in the Paddington Canal but there were no eyewitnesses to the actual deed and the evidence was all circumstantial. Guilty or not, his ‘reanimation’ was said to have proved the value of using electricity to revive victims of drowning or suffocation or to treat mental disorders.


19 January



On 19 January 1326, the nobleman Sir Roger Belers (or Bellere) was ambushed and murdered near Rearsby in Leicestershire by a band of outlaws known as the Folville gang. Their leader, Eustace Folville, was not a low-born criminal or a poor peasant but a member of the gentry. His arrest was ordered by King Edward II but the gang fled to Wales and France to join Edward’s rival, Sir Roger Mortimer. They were pardoned in 1327 after Mortimer overthrew Edward but over the next four years, the Folvilles continued to terrorise the Midlands (to the despair of the Sheriff of Nottingham) and were blamed for several other murders and robberies – although, like the legendary Robin Hood, they remained popular local figures. In 1332 the gang captured and held to ransom Sir Richard Willoughby, a Justice of the King’s Bench, but somehow Eustace Folville escaped arrest and punishment, most likely because of his political connections and the reputations of his victims. He was pardoned for a second time by King Edward III and remained a free man until his death in 1346. The only Folville to be brought to justice was his brother Richard, who was beheaded in 1340.


20 January



The M’Naghten Rules, which established the principles for the legal defence of insanity, were drawn up by the House of Lords after the murder of a man who had been mistaken for the prime minister, Sir Robert Peel. On 20 January 1843, Peel’s personal secretary Edward Drummond was shot in the back as he walked from Peel’s house in Whitehall Gardens to the government buildings in Downing Street. The bullet was removed but Drummond died five days later, possibly as a result of repeated use of bloodletting and leeching as a medical treatment. His attacker was Daniel M’Naghten (or McNaughton), a 30-year-old Scottish woodturner who blamed the Tories for persecuting him ‘wherever I go’. He was found not guilty of murder by reason of insanity after a trial at the Old Bailey but the verdict was criticised by many (including Queen Victoria). The House of Lords ruled that for the defence to succeed, the accused had to have been suffering from such a disease of the mind ‘as not to know the nature and quality of the act he was doing; or, if he did know it, that he did not know he was doing what was wrong’.


21 January



Claude Duval was the model gentleman highway robber. He was dashing, dangerous and, most importantly from the perspective of his English lady admirers, French. Duval not only dressed well – he was quick-witted, eloquent and courteous to his victims, played a mean flute and stole any dancefloor. His most famous exploit, recounted in the ‘memoirs’ published by William Pope, involves him stopping a coach laden with £400. When the lady in the carriage, endeavouring to keep calm, played a tune on her wooden flute, Duval took out his instrument and produced a sweet melody of his own. Then, with Duval singing a French courante, the pair danced with each other in front of her husband. After such a charming episode, it was only right that Duval allowed his victims to keep £300 of their treasure. But he could be ruthless when required – this Knight of the Road reputedly stole a child’s silver sucking bottle while on the rampage in Blackheath. Duval was eventually captured while drinking at the Hole in the Wall in Chandos Street. Despite repeated pleas for mercy to the king from Duval’s female fans, he was hanged at Tyburn on 21 January 1670, aged 27.


22 January



When the 200 settlers on board the Kennersley Castle sailed from Scotland on this day in 1823, they believed they were headed for a new colony ripe for exploitation on the other side of the ocean. This untapped paradise of ‘Poyais’ was, according to the architect of this adventure, to be found in the Bay of Honduras. Yet when the ship arrived two months later, the would-be colonists found only an impenetrable jungle populated by a few nomads and the remnants of a smaller group sent out the previous year. Poyais did not exist – it was the creation of the Scottish conman Gregor MacGregor, who had convinced scores of families to buy land and bonds valued at more than £200,000. Only a few dozen of the settlers managed to return home but somehow, MacGregor managed to escape the wrath of his investors and attempted the same ruse in France. He was still claiming to be the chief or ‘cacique’ of Poyais when he returned to London in 1826 and continued to operate versions of the same scheme until 1839, when he escaped the attentions of his annoyed investors by emigrating to Venezuela.


23 January



The escape from Broadmoor Asylum in Berkshire had been planned for weeks. Now, on 23 February 1888, it was time for action. James Kelly, prisoner 1167, put on his suit, picked up his violin case and walked to band practice. Concealed in the case was a piece of metal that Kelly had found in the kitchen garden and filed down to match the lock on the door leading to the courtyard. After finishing practice at 6.30 p.m. he opened the door, clambered over the 6ft wall and made his way to London. Kelly, who had been certified insane after stabbing his 22-year-old wife to death, was now on the run. He remained at large for another eight years until he walked into the British Consulate in New Orleans and offered to sail back to England to give himself up. Yet when two warders went to meet his ship at Liverpool, he had vanished. Kelly only reappeared in 1927, when he knocked on the door of Broadmoor Asylum and asked to be locked up again. ‘I dreaded the idea of dying alone,’ he told staff. Kelly died two years later of pneumonia.


24 January



By 1907, William Whiteley had built up his ‘fancy goods’ business into a vast department store occupying a whole row of shops along Westbourne Grove in Bayswater, west London. He was a self-made millionaire with more than 6,000 employees; a self-styled ‘Universal Provider’ who boasted that he could meet any request from his customers, ranging from a pin to an elephant. But the smartly dressed young man who entered his store on 24 January did not want to buy any of his goods. Horace Rayner, 27, demanded an allowance as recognition that he was Whiteley’s illegitimate son. Whiteley refused and was shot twice in the head in front of screaming customers in the lace department. Rayner then turned the gun on himself, but succeeded only in blasting out his own right eye. If anyone doubted his intent, he had left a message on Whiteley’s desk: ‘This two-fold tragedy is due to his refusal of a request which is perfectly reasonable. RIP.’ A pathetically disfigured Rayner was convicted of murder at the newly opened Central Criminal Court on 22 March and sentenced to death. The sentence was commuted to life imprisonment, partly because of overwhelming public sympathy for the killer.


25 January



If you shoot and kill a man you honestly believe is a ghost, are you still guilty of murder? This was the legal dilemma raised by the case of Francis Smith and the Hammersmith Ghost in 1804. The ghost in question, believed to be the spirit of a suicide victim, had been seen wandering the area for weeks. It had even grabbed a young woman walking through the churchyard, causing her to faint. So it was on the night of 3 January that Francis Smith, 29, set out with his blunderbuss to investigate. Soon enough he spotted a figure dressed in white, passing down a darkened lane. ‘Damn you, who are you and what are you?’ he warned, but received no reply. Smith fired his weapon, felling the ghost, who turned out to be a mild-mannered plasterer dressed in the lime-streaked overalls. Smith was charged with the murder of Thomas Millwood but insisted that he never meant to kill anyone. The jury, unable to return a manslaughter verdict, found him guilty. He was condemned to death but on 25 January the sentence was reduced to twelve months’ hard labour. The legal issue raised by the case was only resolved in 1984.


26 January



On 26 January 1765, Lord Byron (the great-uncle of the poet) shot and killed his cousin William Chaworth in a drunken duel. That evening the pair attended a meeting of the Nottinghamshire Club at the Star and Garter tavern in Pall Mall, London. When the conversation meandered into the upkeep of one’s estates, Chaworth insisted on ruthless action against poachers while Byron claimed that doing nothing was the best policy. Tempers frayed and Chaworth boasted that he had more game on 5 acres of land than Lord Byron had on all his manors. Byron wagered 100 guineas. Chaworth declined the bet and offered to give him ‘satisfaction’. The duel took place in a room on the first floor. Once the door was closed, Chaworth drew his sword and thrust it through Byron’s waistcoat. Thinking he had killed his opponent, he paused, only to be stabbed in the stomach. Byron celebrated inflicting the fatal wound with the words: ‘By God, I have as much courage as any man in England.’ In April, the ‘Wicked Lord’ was tried before his peers in Westminster Hall and convicted of manslaughter rather than murder. Because of his status, he escaped with only a small fine.

[image: images]


27 January



For Harry Dobkin, the Blitz seemed like an ideal opportunity to get rid of his estranged wife. Who would investigate her disappearance in the chaos of the war? And who would care about the finding of another dead body in an area where dozens had already died from German air raids? And so, on 11 April 1941, Mrs Rachel Dobkin disappeared. It was not until 17 July 1942 that her mummified remains were discovered in the bomb-damaged ruins of a Baptist chapel in Vauxhall, south-west London. But something about the body struck the pathologist as suspicious. Further investigation revealed that the woman had been strangled; her limbs had been severed at the knees and elbows and her head cut off; the bones showed signs of being burnt. Builder’s lime had been used in a bungled attempt to hasten decomposition. Dental records and a comparison of the skull to a photograph of Rachel Dobkin confirmed her identity. Mr Dobkin, who had been seen trying to put out a fire at the chapel cellar three days after Mrs Dobkin’s disappearance, was charged with murder. He was convicted at the Old Bailey and hanged at Wandsworth Prison on 27 January 1943.


28 January



Bodysnatching was a grim but lucrative profession which involved digging up a corpse from its grave and selling it to medical schools for dissection. Cadavers were in such demand that professors of anatomy were willing to pay £10 each for a fresh one, no questions asked. So it was perhaps only a matter of time before enterprising criminals decided to speed up the process by turning to murder. Most famous of all was William Burke, whose surname was later used to refer to the particular type of suffocation he used to kill his victims. Together with his accomplice William Hare, Burke killed at least sixteen people in the West Port area of Edinburgh, including an 18-year-old man known as ‘Daft Jamie’. They were only caught when their lodgers spotted the body of their final victim under a bed and alerted the police. Controversially, it was decided to offer Hare immunity in return for testifying against Burke in court. Burke was convicted of murder and hanged on 28 January 1829 in front of 20,000 people. The next day his body was publicly dissected. His tanned skin was used to cover books and a calling-card case.

[image: images]


29 January



In the London of the ‘Roaring Twenties’, Kate Meyrick was the queen of Soho. Her most famous nightclub, ‘The 43’ in Gerrard Street, was (depending on your moral outlook) either a celebrity hang-out for the rich and famous or a charnel house of unthinkable depravity populated by indecent drunks and loose women. Although Meyrick was an attractive and well-mannered lady who sent her sons to Harrow, the reputation of The 43 meant that it was repeatedly raided by the police, resulting in a series of prosecutions for running a disorderly establishment. By the late 1920s, she had developed a profitable relationship with a police officer who would tip her off before any police visit so she could remove evidence of after-hours drinking. This practice was exposed when she was caught paying £155 to Sergeant George Goddard of the Metropolitan Police. Meyrick pleaded guilty to bribery and corruption and was sentenced to fifteen months’ hard labour on 29 January 1929. She died of pneumonia, aged 57, four years later. In 1935 her son-in-law Edward Russell, 26th Baron de Clifford, became the last peer to be tried at the House of Lords after killing a man in a car crash.


30 January



[image: images]

King Charles I (reigned 1625–49) famously went to his death wearing two thick shirts to stop him shivering. ‘The season is so sharp as probably may make me shake, which some observers may imagine proceeds from fear,’ he said. His journey to the executioner’s block had begun seven years earlier with the outbreak of the English Civil War in 1642. After his defeat, Parliament charged him with high treason and put him on trial in Westminster Hall on 20 January 1649. Seven days later he was declared guilty and condemned to death. His death warrant, dated 29 January, was signed by the fifty-nine judges, including Oliver Cromwell. The following day, the king was taken from St James’s Palace to a scaffold outside the Banqueting House in Whitehall. His last significant words are said to be: ‘I go from a corruptible to an incorruptible crown; where no disturbance can be, no disturbance in the world.’ The king spent the last moments of his life fretting about the arrangement of his hair and the height of the block. It took only one blow to sever the king’s neck. This literal and symbolic decapitation was (according to a witness) greeted by ‘such a groan by the thousands then present, as I never heard before and I desire I may never hear again’.


31 January



Daily Journal, 31 January 1721



On Saturday last a Rat, of an uncommon Size, having been taken alive in the South-Sea House, the Mob laid violent Hands on the poor Creature, and without Proceeding according to Law, carried him to a Pillory erected for that purpose, in Broad-Street, where they nail’d his Ears, and over his Head there was a written, A DIRECTOR of the South-Sea; this Inscription so exasperated the Populace, that the poor Creature was first pelted, and afterwards blown up.



The collapse of the South Sea Company, founded in 1711 to consolidate the national debt, ruined thousands of investors, damaged the British economy and exposed the corruption at the heart of government. Amongst its victims was the Chancellor of the Exchequer, John Aislabie, who was convicted of corruption by the House of Commons and sent to the Tower of London in March 1721. The company cashier, Robert Knight, who had bribed Aislabie and other influential figures with £1 million worth of free shares, went into exile in France. Perhaps the only man to benefit was Robert Walpole, who came to power in the wake of the scandal and is now remembered as the first British prime minister.


1 February



[image: images]

In 1762, the phenomenon known as the Cock Lane Ghost was the sensation of London. It was widely reported that ‘Scratching Fanny’ had returned to haunt her husband William Kent, a moneylender. Responding to a series of questions (one knock for yes, two for no), the ghost claimed she had been poisoned. Large crowds mobbed the building near central London’s Smithfield Market, hoping to witness the mysterious visitations, and some even called for Kent to be arrested and charged with murder. Initial investigations suggested that the ghost had possessed the body of the 12-year-old daughter of Kent’s landlord Richard Parsons. So it was that on 1 February Dr Samuel Johnson, the noted dictionary compiler, took up the mantle of paranormal investigator and visited young Elizabeth Parsons at a house in Clerkenwell. ‘The girl declared that she felt the spirit like a mouse upon her back, and was required to hold her hands out of bed,’ reported Dr Johnson. ‘From that time, no evidence of any preternatural power was exhibited.’ A few days later Elizabeth was caught concealing a piece of wood in her clothing. The hoax resulted in Richard Parsons being jailed for two years.


2 February



The Norman Ranulf Flambard was not only the first person to be locked up in the Tower of London, but also the first to escape from it. A priest’s son, he first rose to prominence during the reign of William the Conqueror and is thought to have played a part in the compilation of Domesday Book. Under William II he became the king’s chief adviser and treasurer despite a reputation for corruption. In 1100, Henry I arrived on the throne and promptly charged Flambard with extorting money from the Church and the nobility, and sent him to the Tower. Flambard contrived his escape on 2 February 1101, after arranging a feast for his captors. One version of the story has Flambard incapacitating his guards with free wine before abseiling down from the window using a rope smuggled into his cell in a flagon. He fled to France and masterminded the failed invasion of England by Robert, Duke of Normandy (brother of both William II and Henry I) in July 1101. The treaty which ended the dispute gave him a pardon and restored him to the post of Bishop of Durham.
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