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* To Punish*
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December 1775

Folk of Maidstone, who lived in and around Penenden Heath, gathered and prepared themselves for what was sure to be a spectacle they would relish discussing further for several days.  The landlord of the Bull Inn had been rubbing his hands red and raw, bruising his knuckles to the extent that scarring would be left; he dragged up more barrels of beer, made from some of Kent’s finest hops, from his damp storeroom. 

Despite the December wind, hail and freeze, the hungry, the curious and the compassionate turned out, wrapped in as much clothing as they could muster to witness the hanging of ‘the woman’. The conversations were loud and enthusiastic; an attempt by some to help defend themselves against the weather. For others, it was an opportunity to simply speak their minds on the meaning of the occasion which had brought so many locals together. 

By midday ‘the woman’, whoever she was, for she was indeed a mystery, would be added to the long list of local Maidstone persons already executed on ‘Pinnedenna’. This was the name of the grassy area flanked by a gentle slope of green and was surrounded by ancient woodland. The ghastly name had been left over from the Saxon word meaning ‘to punish’, a thought that didn’t generate contentment in many. If such a place was intended for recreation, today, it would only entertain a few; a few that appeared to make up the majority of what would be the audience, for one woman’s final moments on an area she had enjoyed herself, played on, cared for, loved on. 

Tomorrow, Penenden Heath would be beautiful again. The three thousand strong crowd can return to their lives, doing whatever it was that they did. The woman’s body and noose removed, but the wooden gallows would remain, still and tall, a reminder, a warning, to each and all, that any neck will fit easily into a rope. And the heath had seen more than its fair share of executions of nobles, alongside witches, and the common criminal. The mighty, the weak, the rich and the poor, Penenden Heath had served as a hanging and burning place for several hundred years. The heath had also provided the backdrop for places where rebels had met, nobles been tried and countless landowners had discussed territories and boundaries as far out as Boxley, Thurnham, Detling, Bearsted and Sandling. More history was going to be made this coldest of a December day. 

The racket from the crowd took a while to quieten. Not all had been able to see or hear the cart - the cart which carried ‘the woman’, the prisoner, the entertainment, nearer to the heath. The cart’s wheels rattled and shook, splashing icy brown water onto the legs of the onlookers. The splashes went mostly unnoticed as countless eyes fixated on the woman, each trying to work her out, whilst savouring the moment. 

The woman had been forced to stand up for her entire mile-long journey from Maidstone Gaol. The guards, along with several Red Coats who had been drafted in to assist with proceedings, had unlocked the woman’s cell door at dawn and entered carrying a bowl of luke-warm porridge and a wooden jug of dirty water. They had intended to awaken her rudely with ‘chear’ (cheer) and mocking comments, before dragging her roughly from her sorry excuse for a bed, to prepare her for her last few hours on earth. 

Instead, they found the woman sitting quietly and patiently on the edge of her bed, her palms faced down, resting on her knees. She greeted her tormentors with a soft smile that stopped the hungry men in their tracks. Now disarmed and confused, the guards and soldiers’ chatter drew to a halt, and they had left one after the other, the food and water placed politely on the stone slab floor in front of the woman. The door slammed shut behind the last Red Coat, and they didn’t return for another four hours, and when they did, they found the woman sitting in the same position. 

When the guards and Red Coats returned to the woman’s cell, their number had swelled to include the magistrate whom had convicted her of her crimes. The magistrate was a man with a cruel streak, the like not uncommon in the area amongst his learned peers. He was wealthy, educated and red-nosed, and he had little interest in the evolution of the female species. His wife, mistresses and thirteen children were of little importance to him and could never compete with wine and gambling. 

The magistrate entered the woman’s cell smiling. He’d ordered the guards to bind the woman’s hands behind her back. He knew this would make it harder for her to balance herself in the prison cart. As the guards tied the rope around her wrists, he’d taken a moment to study her as she looked now and compared her to how she had appeared to him three weeks earlier, when she had been presented to him in his court. That day the woman, who was likely to be in her early thirties, wore her silky blonde hair up, held in place with a sky-blue ribbon. It was a gift from a British soldier and an item that had returned back home with him from Belgium. In court she’d worn knee-length breeches and fine wool stockings, a beige shirt, black waistcoat, and reddish-brown leather boots. She dressed as a man, and the magistrate, along with mostly every other man and woman in the court, had laughed at her, whilst muttering insults and phrases from the ‘good book’. 

Following sentencing, the woman had been bundled in a prison chaise and transported to Maidstone Gaol. Once man-handled inside her cell, she’d been violently stripped of her manly clothes and left naked for several hours in the cold. Guard after guard had visited her cell to ogle at her slim, beautiful body. They’d prod her, push her, stroke her, stare. Many hours passed before a guard took pity and gave her a dress. It was something he’d found that had been unclaimed from a previous prisoner’s family, who had also been hanged on Penenden Heath. 

The magistrate tugged at the woman’s filthy clothes, and raising his walking stick, he used it to run through her now unkempt, brownish, matted hair. The woman’s clear complexion and smooth skin now looked battered, bruised and dirty. It was only her pale blue eyes, the ones that had matched her hair ribbon, which stayed true to her former self. She also knew that her soul and conscience remained intact, unbeknownst to the magistrate as he instructed the guards to take her to the cart, from where she’d begin her final journey. The magistrate spoke one word whilst in the woman’s cell: ‘Jade’ (bitch). He commanded the guards and Red Coats to chant as the woman was led through the hallways of the gaol and out into the courtyard. 

At least a hundred people had gathered outside the gaol. Most already drunk on ale. As the gaol gates had opened, there had been chear (cheers) and insults. The woman had not expected such venom from people whom she shared the Kentish fresh air with. 

The woman had needed to muster all the strength that her frail body could muster, just to maintain her posture. It was extremely hard to stand up and stay balanced in the cart with her hands tied behind her back. She swayed and rocked. The people that surrounded the cart laughed harder and louder, as they observed her challenge. Their amusement distracted them from the water that splashed against them.

No one that walked past her could even begin to comprehend what went through the woman’s head as she passed the fields, farmhouses and cottages that occupied the space between Maidstone Gaol and Penenden Heath. The woman had stumbled several times and each time been dragged back onto her feet by the guards. Each time she had fallen the people had laughed and saw it as an opportunity to hurl more insults. 

The woman had found it hard maintaining her balance as the cart had travelled up hill, and as it reached the top, she’d almost fainted as she caught sight of the heath, the massive crowd, and the gallows that was positioned on what she knew was a crossroads, but was now just an area packed with bodies. 

It was harder still for the woman to maintain any kind of balance as the cart went downhill towards the heath. She fell over many times and there was much more laughter. It wasn’t until the cart neared the crossroads that the crowd began to hush. Slowly the crowd turned to see the approach of the goods. The woman could feel the heat of three thousand pairs of eyes boring into her skin and deeper into her flesh, as the devil in them attempted to penetrate her soul and steal away her spirit. 

Several Red Coats led the cart on, ordering people to step aside and allow the cart with its prisoner to reach its destination. It was a slow response, but the crowd did indeed manoeuvre themselves out of the way, whilst attempting to maintain a decent position to see the woman, whom they had heard so much about, meet her end.

‘You’re a disgrace!’ Spat a woman as she stepped forward, thirsty to ensure the woman heard her insult above all the others.  

‘You Punk (whore)!’ Screamed the man standing beside her - they were husband and wife.

‘Jade, Quean (prostitute)!’ Yelled more people with venom and conviction. There were so many insults that the prisoner felt tears forming, but then she noticed one woman rise above the crowd and point, mouthing the words: ‘God bless you’. For a moment the woman fell still, if only for a moment. 

The cart stopped a dozen yards from the gallows. The crowd was now silent, apart from the occasional jab of a baby’s cry. The wind howled and tree branches, stripped of their accessories, creaked and cracked. A haunting presence hovered over the heath - surely the ghosts of previous executions had also come to oversee the inevitable.

The guards grabbed the woman down from the cart and pushed her forward. 

‘Walk faster woman. I have ale waiting on me.’ Said a Red Coat, nudging her brutally with his musket. 

The crowd watched on as the woman ambled forward, many noticing her frozen bare feet, red and raw; bruised and battered. The past few weeks had evidently been unkind to her. Her body on show, the body that had once been beautiful, toned and slim, was now shaky and clearly undernourished. The animals that lived directly outside Maidstone Gaol had eaten better and been treated with more respect. 

Her eyes strained to stay focused on the landscape beyond her. She looked far beyond the gallows and out towards the slopes of the North Downs that lay behind the village of Boxley. The greyish sky that rested on the Downs had never looked so beautiful to her. 

Before she knew it, she was standing on the wooden platform surrounded by several guards and Red Coats. She now had a vantage point that presented her with the scene before her. Her back was to the North Downs and had been positioned so that she faced the hill she’d travelled down in the cart from the gaol. To her right was the road that led to Sandling, to her left the road that stretched towards the woods and Bearsted. Countless faces concentrated on the woman, and for the first time, it registered that the people had gathered to watch her. She shuddered. She’d never enjoyed being the centre of attention. 

Most Red Coats exited the platform, leaving only two who positioned themselves in opposite corners of the stage. The majority of the guards followed the soldiers away from the platform, apart from one lone figure dressed in all black - the executioner. The woman hadn’t seen this guard back in the gaol and wondered if he’d been drafted in from another area, Chatham maybe or even Canterbury. The man was in his fifties, tall with broad shoulders. She studied the etchings on his face, scars and lines from ageing and countless spars. She assumed he had ended the lives of many people and for the brief moment their eyes met, she knew her assumption was confirmed - the guards’ eyes were lifeless. No emotion, no compassion, no love. She felt her nose sting as she realised those guard’s eyes would possibly be the last to lock with hers. 

She felt sick as the executioner reached out to grab the rope, knowing it was for her neck. She felt her legs go weak and was about to fall down when a hand grabbed her arm and steadied her. The woman looked up to see the face of Thomas Walker, the clergyman from the St Mary the Virgin Church in Thurnham. Thomas had told the woman he would be at the execution, hoping to be able to offer at least a little comfort and support in her last moments. 

Thomas was the only visitor the woman had had whilst imprisoned in Maidstone Gaol. He’d sat with her in her cell for an hour a time, every other day, as that was all the magistrate would allow him. She had been grateful for the clergyman’s visits, and had savoured every second, as they talked about their favourite places that surrounded Maidstone. These included the remains of the old Boxley Abbey and the grounds of the local church St Mary’s and All Saints. She had told Thomas about the joy she got from walking along the North Downs in the Spring and riding along the Pilgrims Way in the Summer. She talked about reading poetry on the banks of the Medway near Allington in Autumn and gazing out of her window onto the fields of Kent, as she sat beside her fire in Winter. It was clear to Thomas that the woman truly loved Kent. 

Despite Thomas’ regular visits and their honest, open conversations, or the relationship that developed between them, not once did the woman reveal her real identity or provide him with her name. She was also always careful not to disclose anything that would inform who she was, who her family were or where she lived. To Thomas, the woman remained as much of a mystery to him as the recitings in the ‘good book’ that he devoured most days. 

Often the guards, Red Coats and on many occasions the magistrate, stopped Thomas as he exited the gaol and asked as to whether he had discovered the woman’s true identity. He tended to displease them whenever he said he hadn’t. 

‘Find that strength that God knows you possess,’ whispered Thomas into the woman’s ear as she tilted her head towards the rope. Thomas could feel her trembling as she turned her eyes towards his. He looked at her with empathy for a moment, which warmed and calmed her. It lasted but a fleeting moment and Thomas felt her withdrawal once again into herself.

One of the guards ordered Thomas to step back, telling him that the executioner needed space to conduct his business. Thomas withdrew to a spot close to the edge of the platform and looked out across the crowd. There were so many faces he recognised; many even attended his own church. The hunger he detected in their eyes, their need to be fed death, disgusted and appalled him. It always did whenever he attended hangings on the heath. 

Whilst the executioner went about testing his equipment and guzzling from a jug of ale, Thomas felt his attention drawn towards an area where a second stage had been erected for the occasion. Thomas couldn’t recall such a thing being done before, and it reminded him regards the gravity of the reason why they were all on the heath. This was a special occasion, where the people from in and around Maidstone had come together to witness the hanging and, to its rightful conclusion, the unspeakable events of the Lady Highwayman.

Thomas knew something of the people that sat on cushioned chairs on the second stage: Lord Cuthbert Bonnington was positioned in the middle, the best seat in the house. A man only made extremely wealthy in his thirties, a politician and landowner, with fields that stretched from his home, Chiltern Manor House, as far as Bearsted and Weavering. Lord Bonnington was also a Freemason, an investor in the construction of the Freemasons Hall, due to be opened in the Summer, and he often spent large amounts of his time with his political and Freemason associates in London. Lord Bonnington had a reputation for being rude and a bully. He’d make it known to many that he was from elite stock, privileged and at every turn, correct. Lord Bonnington certainly didn’t tolerate disobedience or being disrespected. Thomas was fully aware of the stories of cruelty Lord Bonnington imposed on his various mistresses and employees, and he was a racist to his core. To Lord Bonnington, women and blacks were on this earth to serve him. In his view women and blacks were slaves, and this was how God intended it. Lord Bonnington was a man who made Thomas’ blood curl. 

Lord Bonnington’s wife sat behind him on the stage. Lady Angelica Bonnington was nothing like her husband. She shared none of his traits, morals or principles - none whatsoever. Lady Angelica had only recently celebrated her twenty second birthday and had happily done so whilst her husband was away with one of his many mistresses who lived in one of the local villages: that could be Lenham, Langley or Leybourne. Lady Angelica cared not about the other women, she was in fact glad because the more time he spent in their beds, the less he spent in hers! She was one of the most beautiful women from the area of Maidstone, with hair the colour of the sand on Folkestone’s beach and eyes a green blue, just like the English Channel in the Summer. It was obvious to Thomas that Lady Angelica didn’t want to be in attendance at the hanging but would have been forced to do so by her husband. Despite being wealthy herself and from a good English family, who had prospered for generations, she was powerless and had no voice - at least that was what she told herself on the regular. 

Another woman, whose beauty equalled Lady Angelica’s, was Lady Selina Phillips, who resided in the magnificent Thurnham Court, located about three miles away from Penenden Heath. Lady Selina sat in the same row as Lady Angelica, behind the men. Thomas always felt the lady carried herself with grace and dignity. She was always friendly and had a reputation of kindness. It was also common knowledge and source of much gossip that she and Lord Bonnington had come to verbal blows on several occasions on matters they disagreed with, one of their regular spats relating to her very different views on the slave trade. 

Lady Selina’s husband was not present; Colonel Philips was currently fighting with the British Army in America. He’d already been battling with the American Blue Coats for several months. Thomas was also aware that Lady Selina and Colonel Phillips were completely devoted to each other, and the distance had been torture.  

Thomas’s attention was drawn away from Lady Selina as he noticed two new arrivals step up onto the stage. It was Alexander and Theodora Wright. They didn’t have Lord and Lady status like the majority who were raised up on their seats on the stage, but they were accepted due to the wealth that Alexander had amassed being a Nabob, a term used to describe an Englishman who had made his fortune in India. Alexander was an eccentric man, who loved to travel and read. Even on the stage on the day of such an occasion, he had a book about the ruined castles of Britain tucked under his arm. 

Theodora’s attendance was accepted in public due to her being the wife of Alexander, although she had a certain wealth of her own. Originally born in England, she moved to America at the age of four and thus because of her time there, possessed the American tilt in her voice. She and Alexander had met on one of his travels, fell in love and got married promptly in India. Thomas could see that there was well-rooted love between them, but a love that overtime had begun to strain. A flame, as such, that had somewhat been diminished. It was also common talk amongst Maidstone that Theodora had extended family in America and some of these fought alongside the Blue Coats. Thomas appreciated it must be very awkward for her living in England at a time where the two great worlds opposed each other. 

Thomas followed Alexander and Theodora’s movements as Alexander took his seat amongst the men, and Theodora amongst the women. Thomas then noticed some exchanges between Lady Angelica and her black slave, whom he knew as Bessie. Lady Angelica and Bessie were of a similar age, and in his view, both were as stunningly attractive as each other. Thomas often bumped into Bessie in Maidstone, and he always made the time to converse with her, as he found her friendly and interesting. She had her own pitiful story of being born into a family of slavery but found relief serving Lady Angelica where there appeared to be mutual respect and honest friendship. Bessie couldn’t claim the same for her relationship with Lord Bonnington, who would beat and flog her any chance he got. 

The dynamic in the relationship between Lady Selina and her servant girl Lydia was very different. Not that any blame could be placed at the feet of Lady Selina. Thomas often wondered why she kept Lydia in service and why she hadn’t sold her on long ago. Lydia was a troublemaker. Thomas often visited Lady Selina at Thurnham Court, and he’d always been told about something that Lydia had done, that more often than not involved upsetting the other staff and servants. Thomas didn’t know what Lydia’s backstory was, he presumed she’d been born into slavery, like Bessie, but he didn’t know that for certain. He did his best to accommodate Lydia and often encouraged her to talk to him if she felt the need to. She had never taken Thomas up on his offer. What Thomas did notice about Lydia as she stood behind Lady Selina, was that she appeared to be thoroughly enjoying the occasion and took delight in having such a fantastic viewpoint. She had a wicked grin on her face that unnerved Thomas. 

Thomas' attention was drawn back to the steps of the second stage because he caught sight of another local woman whom he was friendly with. This was Eliza. Eliza was a similar age to himself, and they had known each other for many years due to her marriage to his good friend Reginald. Thomas and Reginald had gone to school with each other and played often in the woods surrounding Penenden Heath as children. Thomas was deeply saddened when he heard the news that Reginald had been captured and killed by Blue Coats in the Boston Tea Party a few years prior. He had the honour of conducting the funeral and had wept for his friend, both in front of his peers and when he returned home that afternoon. Reginald and Eliza had one child, Claire, whom Thomas had gotten to know well whilst he told her stories of a father she hardly got to know.

Since Reginald’s death, Eliza had managed with the help of her mother and stepfather, Joseph and Rebecca. They helped as much as they could to keep the chocolate house that she and Reginald had opened a year before Reginald had gone off to America. Despite what she thought of conflict, and although she had pleaded with him not to go, Reginald was too compelled by the belief that the British were protected under the thoughtful eye of God and King George. In cases like this, Eliza hated to be right.

Eliza was a strong woman who loved Claire, Joseph and Rebecca deeply. Ensuring the chocolate house remained open was her way of keeping the memory of Reginald alive for herself and her daughter. On top of this, she was having to prove herself to the men who believed she couldn’t own and run such an establishment by herself; many saw her as an opportunity to marry into a business. So, Eliza was a fighter, and it was this that the rogues and coxcombs that approached her soon discovered. 

Thomas wondered why Eliza was at the hanging. He couldn’t imagine for a single second that such an occasion was something that she’d want to be at and enjoy. Thomas told himself he would visit the chocolate house soon, as he hadn’t seen Eliza or Claire for a whole week. 

Thomas then noticed people below him being brushed and pushed aside as Silas Hall, the feared constable, climbed the platform towards the woman and himself. Silas was a tall man in his mid-forties. His once dark, black hair and beard were more grey than not. Thomas couldn’t recall a time when he ever saw the constable smile, let alone offer any soft or comforting word to another living soul. 

Silas considered the hanging of the woman to be a personal victory, as he had spent almost a year hunting her down. He and his hired hands finally caught the woman during one of her highway robberies of a Lord who was passing through Hollingbourne. Silas and his men had the fortune of being on the right road at the right time, so the woman’s capture was not down to any skill on the constables’ part - although that was how he dressed it up. 

As Silas stepped onto the gallows he glared at the woman, as if she was an animal that needed putting down or a distemper (disease) that must be set on fire to be snuffed out. 

Watching on, Thomas saw Silas smirk - his first flit of emotion of the occasion. Silas took delight in studying the woman who stood trembling, noose ready around her neck, whilst she waited but hoped that it was all just a dream.

Silas sighed deeply, a sigh of contentment, and removed a roll of paper from his jacket pocket. He finally turned his back on the woman and gazed out upon the crowd. It took seconds for the crowd to fall silent as they prepared themselves to listen to the constables’ delivery. 

‘The facts presented today are the truth and are final, as this criminal of Kent has been convicted. On December 5th, 1775, this woman of no name that she has been willing to provide, did on horse-back stop a coach and six, as it made its lawful and peaceful journey along the Pilgrims Way, near Hollingbourne. 

This vile creature then, with a mask wrapped across her face, took two pistols in hand as she demanded that the occupants of the coach hand over their money and jewellery. The occupants of the coach will not be named this day, but it will be said that they are persons of rank and standing in the county of Kent. The criminal has been found undeniably guilty, and by the fair law of this land, her life is to be extinguished by hanging by the neck. 

We will watch and wait until she breathes no more on this December day. It is my duty as lead Constable of Maidstone to conduct this execution and I do so willingly, as I perceive this woman to be a threat and dare, I say, a whore of the devil. A whore who we suspect has caused several coaches to be stopped in its tracks, and the occupants forced to hand over their belongings. She is indeed a whore, a witch, a...’

Thomas couldn’t stand to hear another word from the constable and intervened, clutching a book that he produced from the bag that he’d been carrying. Thomas began to read out a prayer, gently guiding Silas to the side.

‘Have mercy on me, God, according to your loving kindness. According to the multitude of your tender mercies, blot out my transgressions. Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity. Cleanse me from my sin.  For I know my transgressions. My sin is constantly before me.  Against you, and you only, have I sinned, and done that which is evil in your sight; that you may be proved right when you speak, and justified when you judge.  Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity. In sin my mother conceived me.’  

Thomas was aware that the crowd was becoming restless: they were hungry and wanted the main act, not the support. The crowd started to get louder. He knew it wouldn’t be long before the sound of his voice would get drowned out, but he persisted.

‘Behold, you desire truth in the inward parts. You teach me wisdom in the most sacred of places. Purify me with hyssop, and I will be clean. Wash me, and I will be whiter than snow.  Let me hear joy and gladness, that the bones which you have broken may rejoice.  Hide your face from my sins and blot out all of my iniquities. Create in me a clean heart, O God. Renew the right spirit within me.  Do not throw me from your presence, and do not take your holy Spirit from me.  Restore to me the joy of your salvation.’ 

The crowd had won - even he couldn’t hear his voice. He turned to the woman, expecting a face of sadness and shame. Instead, her bloodshot eyes smiled back at him.

Thomas persisted. ‘Uphold me with a willing spirit.’

The noise from the audience perturbed him, and he couldn’t contain himself any longer. He thrust himself to the edge of the platform and raised his arms. He got little reaction from the people. He pressed further, becoming even more animated. It was unacceptable and he wasn’t going to tolerate it. He screamed and the crowd quietened. 

‘Tis your right Madam to address the crowd. Do you have a word to spare here on your final day, on God’s gracious Earth, for the moment is yours now?’ Said Thomas.

The woman nodded as she surveyed the crowd. The crowd moved towards a gradual hush. All eyes on the woman to be hung. Thomas spoke plainly and calmly to the crowd. ‘Tis the right of this woman, one of God's children, to say what is on her mind on this fateful occasion that brings us together desires.’

The woman took a few moments to gather her thoughts and, as much as she could under the circumstances, composed herself. She requests some water because of her dry mouth. The request was ignored by Silas Hall, the executioner and guards, leaving Thomas to find some water. The source was an elderly woman, wrapped in a shawl and with tears running down her cheeks in the crowd. 

‘Sirs, my mouth is so dry, I fear I may not be able to speak. Good folk of Maidstone, people I can see of both wealth and modest incomes, who have come today to witness my final breaths on this earth that I have lived upon and loved for thirty years. Today, I am indeed at an end. From this platform, I gaze out upon folk that I have known, toiled with, socialised with, ate and drank with - loved. Yet I know I remain a mystery to you and none of you know my name. 

I know I stand before you in my final moments, judged. Judged I am by the beliefs of certain men for crimes pertaining to acts that I do indeed not deny. But I say, in none of mine endeavours did I ever harm a hair on any of my victims, as they shall be perceived. What I did, I did in a manner most gentle, as much as I could be as a woman of limited strength. My purpose was clear to me once I discovered the fate and treatment of those much less fortunate than ourselves. People whom deserved more than what the world bestowed upon them. They may have been from another land and carry with them their own beliefs and practices but...’

Before the woman was able to finish, a bored Silas nodded to the executioner, who, responding to the command, released the rope with ease. As if planned, the crowd gasped then cheered in unison. Heads turned, eyes cried, laughter was heard. Thomas lowered his head and did his best to hold back the sting in the back of his throat. The snap of a noose, and the crack of a neck, was the substance of a dream he wasn’t looking forward to. 

A shadow of stillness unified the crowd as the gravity of the situation settled over them, the adrenaline of the moment over. The heath became quiet as three thousand pairs of eyes stared at the dangling body that had been stolen of life’s energy. 

The quietness lasted but a few moments before Ned Mills, Silas’ right-hand man, screamed an almighty cheer, which appeared to give permission for others to follow. And most of the men did, filling the hanging grounds of Penenden Heath with rout (lots of noise), whilst the women sat in their apprehension a little longer.

Gradually, the crowd began to disperse. The entertainment was over, the curtain drawn, the Winter cold reclaimed its throne and reminded people that they were freezing. 

Thomas Walker was the last person to exit the platform; the guards and Red Coats and Silas Hall having already left. They were off to enjoy the rest of their day. 

A victorious Silas strolled over to where the lords, ladies and their servants still gathered. Lord Bonnington was holding court providing all on the stage with his review on the hanging. 

Lord Bonnington noticed Silas hovering at the bottom of the steps and invited him to join them on the stage.

‘Lord Bonnington, Lady Bonnington, sirs, madams. Tis’ my pleasure to see you grace this justified event with your presence and support on this coldest of a Winter’ morn’. I trust the execution of such a foul punk (prostitute) has met with your approval and expectation?’ Silas enquired.

‘A good day indeed Sir, and yes, you have assembled one of the most justified hangings I have yet had the privilege to witness. I tip my tricorn to your good self and the most professional of executioners. I do hope that no one comes forward to claim the prisoner’s belongings, so he can take them and flog them on, and then fill his belly with ale and pork at the Hollybush Inn!’ Chortled a satisfied Lord Bonnington.

‘I agree with you Sir on all accounts. Maidstone and the country roads of Kent have been returned as a safe place to travel now that this most dreadful of criminals has been caught, tried and executed. I do oppose your opinions in regard to someone coming forth to claim her belongings, however. For if we knew a family member, we would indeed have more insight into whom the creature was’. Silas replied.

Throughout the exchange between Lord Bonnington and Silas Hall, the ladies on the stage had chosen to stay a few feet away from the conversation. Rather suddenly, Lady Angelica felt compelled to speak, and she did, which halted the men’s rapport. 

‘I hear you address the woman as a punk with such confidence Sirs, but isn’t it the truth that none know who the woman rightly was or from where she came? So, in truth, are you admitting to having executed a woman with very little knowledge of who she actually was? She may not have been such a punk as you have reduced her to is the thing.’ Lady Angelica interjected, voice strong until her husband sharply caught her eyes towards the end of her interlude.

‘Indeed, Lady Bonnington. For all we know, she could have been this or that, who came from here or there. Alas what we do know, is that she had been a stain that was best to be removed. As you would have no doubt heard and witnessed for yourself if you had lowered your handkerchief, she did not deny her crimes, in fact she justified her actions.’ Silas responded keenly.

Emboldened by Lady Angelica’s boldness, Lady Selina took a small step forward, which didn’t go unnoticed by everyone else on the stage. 

‘Lord and Lady Bonnington, Sirs. What I witnessed today was beyond cruel and from what I gather, a chapter torn from a novel that has not yet fully written. It appears to me that justice did not rule today. What I observed were mobile vulgars (mobs) enjoying a performance that did nothing but disgrace a woman and end her life based on very little, or no information, of depth regards why she acted as she did. From what I heard, she put forth her case and her situation, and from what I thought, there were aspects that were not without merit and credibility.’ 

Silas spoke plainly. ‘Lady Selina, she admitted her crimes before all of Maidstone. Crimes that the lawmakers, such as the esteemed husband Lord Bonnington have made to keep us all safe and in standing.’

Just as Lord Bonnington was about to render his thanks to the constable, Lady Angelica spoke again. Clearly an action that bothered her husband, if his raised brow was of any indication. 

‘Indeed Sir, she admitted to her actions, but were they crimes? She informed us that no one was harmed, there were no murders, and she only robbed from the wealthiest in our community. She then distributed what coin she took amongst the deprived and illtreated, in which those same wealthy persons lived and ruled over. Were there not questions that should have been asked of the woman before the executioner placed her neck into the noose?’ 

‘It appears that you favoured the woman’s behaviour and spare little or no thought for members of your own kind, people with whom you dine and dance with. Ponder upon this Lady Bonnington. Imagine how might you have felt if you, by yourself, had been travelling back from holidaying in the town of Dover and your post-chaise is stopped in its tracks, the driver ordered with flintlock pointed at him, to abandon his post and run off into the night.

And this guileful black silhouette, her face masked, rides up to the window and demands you and whomever you may be with, let us say Lord Bonnington, to remove your jewellery, rings, broaches and purse and your husbands signet rings and chains. All the time, the woman’s devilish eyes burn into you, her finger ready to fire, should you or your husband attempt to overturn her. I assure you Lady Bonnington, tis’ not a situation you’d wish to find yourself in. Or maybe Madam, you would prefer to be the woman, hidden by a vizard (mask), sat on her own Black Bessie and pointing a flintlock at an innocent soul?’ Returned Silas.

And with that, some of the men on the stage cheered in an attempt to crush the ladies. Lord Bonnington reclaimed his court with authority.

‘Lady Angelica and Lady Selina, your interest and delicate compassion for the woman in such proceedings is to be admired, but you show ignorance and lack of insight into the effect the woman has had on our type of people.’ Said Lord Bonnington, losing interest in the conversation and ready to take himself home.

With a turn away from the crowd, Lord Bonnington clearly wasn’t expecting or inviting a response; however, Lady Angelica took it upon herself to deliver one.

‘When you refer to our type of people, husband, you refer to the highest individuals in standing: the wealthy, the privileged, the law and rule makers unto which all those, including us women, have to observe.’

‘The truth is justice was administered this day by our trusted constable Silas Hall. For if the noose had not taken the devil’s servant, then Bedlam would have had.’

The exchange, which wasn’t without heat, was interrupted by a poorly timed upbeat Ned Mills.

‘The day is seized, Silas. The executioner has been advised to collect the women’s belongings by sundown.’ Ned declared.

Silas glanced at Lady Selina and Lady Angelica with derision, before addressing Lord Bonnington.

‘Lord Bonnington, may I be as bold as to seek your counsel on this matter. Like my trusted constable’s assistant speaks, it would indeed be the standard procedure to take down the hung body at sundown. However, may I suggest that this is the most peculiar of situations. I mean a woman highwayman! My gut turns at the very thought of such a thing. Might it not be prudent to extend the time that the body remains hung, so that all of Maidstone can be reminded of the justified’, he spared a glance at the women, ‘action that took place here today. Such behaviours should not be dismissed quickly and quietly.’ 

‘I see your point Sir and perceive it to be a sound argument.’ Lord Bonnington agreed. ‘And we certainly would not wish to see such outlanded behaviour repeated. It will not do for the woman to be considered anything other than what she is - a common criminal. Female or not, she has broken our laws, and punishment has been rightly served. I agree with your suggestion and think it will serve Maidstone well to leave the body hanging overnight and remove it at sun-up.’

‘I thank you, Lord Bonnington, on your wise and reasoned recommendation. I will see to it that this is arranged. And let any other person, be they male or female, that wishes to follow such footsteps be deterred. For they will know that I, as proud constable of Maidstone, will not tolerate such misconduct. Any who endeavours in such actions will surely meet my wrath; a wrath that is administered with the blessing of God himself and therefore is just.’ 

Lord Bonnington continued. ‘Therefore, see to it constable and I will sleep in my bed tonight and travel the roads of Kent tomorrow, feeling all the safer for it.’ 

And with that, Lord Bonnington put a halt to the conversation before his wife had the chance to intermeddle. It was time to return to Chiltern Manor House, where he knew his dinner awaited him. After such a rewarding day, he had an appetite that was eager to be fulfilled. 

Lord Bonnington climbed down from the stage and headed for his carriage. He invited Silas to walk with him. 

Lady Angelica followed her husband but two steps behind. As she gazed upon her recently polished buckled boots, which were getting dustier the more she dragged them through the grass, she felt a gentle tap on her arm. It was Lady Selina. 

‘Lady Bonnington, if I may. Just a moment of your time please.’

Lady Angelica turned to Bessie, who had been waiting upon her lady.

‘You need not stay Bess, please go and wait for me at the carriage.’

Lady Selina indicated for her servant girl to do the same. And although her servant Lydia scurried off promptly into the distance, it wasn’t without a look of disdain to the women. 

‘Your servant has eyes that could burn you.’ Lady Angelica said with a chortle. 

‘Lydia isn’t someone whom I trust. She stays with us at my husbands’ request, for I don’t have much desire to be doted on. He was the driver behind her purchase several years ago. I fear she has a bitter heart, and an instinct for survival that she will execute at a cost to any other. She and I have never seen eye to eye. Let us say, we tolerate each other at best.’ Replied Lady Selina.

The two women slowed their pace even more, allowing them time to continue with their conversation.

Lady Angelica continued. ‘I, on
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