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Seeking Mary Jane


Who was Jack the Ripper’s final victim?


by Paul Williams
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9 November 1888 was the birthday of the Prince of Wales, the future Edward VII, and the day that the City of London welcomed their new Lord mayor, Sir James Whitehead. The annual ceremony for the Lord Mayor involved a flamboyant and extravagant procession through the streets. That year a reduction in the carnival elements provided funds for four hundred inmates of the Lambeth workhouse to enjoy a roast beef dinner, plum pudding, and beer. Previous inmates were amongst the six women believed killed by Jack the Ripper in the previous six months. As the major began his journey a seventh victim lay dead less than four miles away. 

The murder of Mary Jane Kelly was the Ripper’s most notorious crime. It might also have been his last. The earlier victims were in their forties and slain in the street. We know more about their lives now than people did at the time. Mary was in her twenties and butchered in her own home. Here true name, like her killer’s, remains a mystery. In the absence of evidence supporting statements about her background, authors and researchers have described her as a nursemaid to an illegitimate royal baby, a police informer, a terrorist, and the estranged wife of Jack the Ripper.

A positive identification of the murderer is increasingly unlikely, but it should be possible to identify Mary. Advances in technology allow for contemporary records to be located and scrutinised in greater detail than ever before. This book determines the facts about this mysterious woman, considers the available evidence, analyses the speculation, dismisses the fiction, and asks if we can name Mary Jane.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

A Woman Killed
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Our information about Mary comes from the testimony of her last partner. Joseph Barnett was the son of Irish parents who had settled in Whitechapel. After the death of his father and the departure of his mother, his siblings raised him. Like three of his brothers, he became a fish porter at Billingsgate market. In April 1887 he met a woman in Commercial Street, Whitechapel, and went for a drink with her. The next day they met again and on the third day agreed to live together. She told him her name was Marie Jeanette Kelly. He was the only known person to call her by that name.
There is no photograph of Mary Kelly when she was alive or a confirmed description. The day after the murder the Daily Telegraph, from a copy preserved in the Police Files, said she was tall, slim, fair, of fresh complexion and attractive appearance. Walter Dew, a police constable at the time, remembered her as quite attractive.​[1] A tailor named Maurice Lewis described her as short, stout, and dark and about 5ft 3 inches tall. Denniss Barnett, no relation to Joseph, recalled years later that she was tall and stout and known as Black Mary. ​[2] Elizabeth Phoenix, who knew her before Joseph Barnett, said she was about 5ft, 7, stout with blue eyes and hair nearly reaching her waist.​[3] Mrs Carthy, a former landlady, described her as 5ft 7, rather stout, blue eyes, fair complexion, and a good head of hair.  She had two false teeth in the upper jaw.​[4] Newspapers said she had ginger hair. There are inconsistences, notably in height. Barnett did not mention the false teeth. Most witnesses described her as stout. In modern terminology this means fat or bulky. Originally it meant strong. The only conclusion we can safely draw is that Mary was sturdy or overweight.

Barnett and Kelly lived in three different houses before agreeing to rent 13 Miller’s Court in February or March 1888, for four shillings and sixpence per week. The single room was on the ground floor of the back room at 26 Dorset Street, accessed through a passageway between 26 and 27. John McCarthy, who ran a shop in the passageway, was the landlord. Barnett and Mary stayed there through the series of murders attributed to Jack the Ripper. During that time Barnett lost his job. He moved out on 30 October. 

Barnett told the police that he left Mary because he did not have enough money to give her, and that she had resorted to prostitution. She had worked on the streets before he met her but did not do so whilst they were together. At the inquest he said that he left because Mary took in a woman of bad character out of compassion. Maria Harvey said she slept at Mary’s on Monday and Tuesday night and was with her when Barnet visited on Thursday 8 November. 

This change of story is understandable. Barnett may not have wanted to publicly admit that he had indirectly caused Mary to resort to prostitution. Financial problems cause difficulties in any relationship. An unemployed Barnett had more time to spend in the small room with Mary, becoming aware of her need to sell sex to replace the money that he previous contributed. We cannot comment on the nature of their relationship, other than to note that they seemed content until Barnett lost his job.

About 23:45 on the night of 9 November a neighbour, Mary Ann Cox, saw Mary returning home with a man who carried a quart can of beer. Mary was drunk and singing. Cox went out again. She could still hear the singing in Mary’s room at 01:00 when she returned. Another neighbour, Elizabeth Prater was standing outside the court.  She told police that she spoke to John McCarthy whose shop was still open. About 01:30 she went upstairs to her room, number 20. Nobody passed up the court in the half-hour whilst she was outside. The lights were out in Kelly’s room. Cox went out once more. She said it was quiet when she returned at 03:00.

Because the partition was thin, Prater could usually hear Kelly walking about. She heard nothing until a cry of “oh murder,” around 04:00. Sarah Lewis, who was staying at 2 Millers Court heard a similar cry. She reported a man standing against the lodging house opposite in Dorset Street about an hour and a half earlier. Most researchers assume this was George Hutchinson, a groom, who gave a statement to the police after the inquest had closed. He said that he was walking along Commercial Street at about two in the morning when he encountered Mary, who he knew. She asked to borrow sixpence. He told her he had spent all his money, and she said she would go and find some. As she went away towards Thrawl Street, a man coming in the opposite direction approached her. She said “alright” and he replied, “You will be alright for what I have told you.” The man carried a parcel.

Hutchinson followed the couple to Millers Court where they waited outside for about three minutes. The man lent Mary a handkerchief then they went towards her room. Hutchinson remained there for about forty-five minutes, but they did not return.

Around 10:45 John McCarthy sent his servant, Thomas Bowyer to collect Kelly’s rent, which was twenty-nine shillings in arrears. Bowyer looked through the window and saw the body. He fetched McCarthy then the police. Eventually they forced the locked door open. It knocked against a table, close to the left-hand side of the bedstead. The bedstead was against a wooden partition. Kelly’s mutilated body lay two-thirds over, towards the edge of the bedstead, nearest the door. Doctor Phillips examined the body on site. He believed that someone moved the body after death, from the side of the bedstead nearest to the wooden partition. Death was due to the severance of the right carotenoid artery, whilst Mary lay at the right side of the bedstead with her head and neck in the top right-hand corner. 

Doctor Thomas Bond performed the post-mortem on the same day. The abdominal cavity was emptied of its viscera. The murder had disfigured Mary’s face beyond recognition and hacked off her breasts. The whole body was terribly mutilated and the heart was absent. Charles Hebbert, Bond’s assistant, later recalled that all the organs, except the heart, were found in the room. ​[5] Bond estimated the time of death at one or two in the morning.

Caroline Maxwell, a lodging house keeper, said that she saw Kelly standing at the corner of the court between 08:00 and 08:30 on the Friday morning and spoke to her. When she returned after fetching her husband’s breakfast at 08:45, Kelly was with a man outside the Britannia public house. Other witness told the press that they saw Kelly alive that morning, but Maxwell was the only one to state this formally. The balance of probabilities suggests an error. Bond was certain that Mary had been dead for about twelve hours when he examined the body at two in the afternoon. Barnett identified Mary by the ear and eyes. He had lived with her for eighteen months. Maxwell said she had known her for four months and only spoken to her twice. When challenged as to how they knew each other’s names she remarked it was by being about in the lodging house. Kelly had her own room so did not need to sleep in the lodging house although she may have used it to socialise with others.

There were traces of a large fire in the grate, which had melted the spout of a kettle. In the ashes were remnants of clothing, a portion of a brim of a hat and a skirt. Maria Harvey said she had left clothes in the room. All she got back was a man’s black overcoat.​[6]  Inspector Abberline imagined the fire was to make a light for the murderer, as there was only one small candle. He reported that the key to the room was missing, and that Kelly and Barnett, put their hands through the broken window to pull back the catch. There was a curtain across the window. McCarthy said that the furniture and everything in the room belonged to him. This included the bedstead, bed clothes, and table. A correspondent from the Pall Mall Gazette accompanied the inquest jury to view the room. He saw two engravings, one called “the Fisherman’s widow”, stuck over the mantlepiece. An open cupboard contained bits of pottery, ginger beer bottles, and a bit of bread on a plate.​[7] Mary left no personal items. A pipe belonging to Barnett was there.

Such are the facts of Mary Kelly’s death. They form the starting point for an investigation of her life.
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An Irish Widow
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In most murder cases suspicion falls first on the immediate family and friends of the victim. Joseph Barnett told the press that he was detained for about four hours whilst the police verified his movements and checked his clothes for bloodstains. On the night of the murder, he was playing whist at a common lodging house before going to bed around 00:30. Some writers have accused him of murdering Kelly and the other Ripper victims, because of the couple’s separation, the belief that the killer locked the door behind him and an assumption that the Ripper had a personal reason to attack Kelly. 

Barnett informed Inspector Abberline that the key to the room had been missing for some time and that he and Kelly opened the door by reaching through the broken window. It was a latch lock, meaning that the latch fell into place whenever the door was closed. One significance of this is that the murderer could also have reached through the window and opened the door to enter, when Kelly was sleeping. This implicates either a local person who had observed the technique or someone who had visited before. Mrs Cox did not comment on how Mary opened the door in the presence of the man who carried a pail of beer.

The assumption that Jack the Ripper deliberately targeted Mary is based on two further assumptions, that this was the last of the Ripper murders and that the killer intended this. Neither can be proved. Later crimes were attributed, rightly or wrongly, to Jack the Ripper, most notably the murder of Alice McKenzie in July 1889. 

The bulk of our information about Mary comes from Barnett so we must assess his reliability and honesty. He gave a witness statement to the police on the day of the murder and appeared at the inquest three days later. The coroner, Dr. Rodrick MacDonald commented that he gave his evidence well. Some newspapers suggested he spoke with a stutter and was emotional, which might be expected. None of the jurors had questions for him. The absence of any evidence linking him to the crime, allows us to proceed cautiously with the evaluation of his evidence.  

In his witness statement Barnett said: “The deceased told me on one occasion that her father named John Kelly was a foreman of some iron works at lived at Carmarthen or Carnarvon, that she had a brother named Henry serving in 2nd Battn. Scots Guards and known amongst his colleagues as Johnto, and I believe the regiment is now in Ireland. She also told me that she had obtained her livelihood as a prostitute for some considerable time before I took her from the streets and that she left her home about four years ago, and that she was married to a collier, who was killed through some explosion. I think she said her husband’s name was Davis or Davies.”​[8]

His testimony is recorded in the inquest papers as: “Deceased has often told me as to her parents, she said that she was born in Limerick, that she was 25 years of age and from there went to Wales when very young. She told me she came to London about four years ago. Her father’s name was John Kelly, he was a Gauger at some iron works in Caernarvonshire. She told me she had one sister, who was a traveller with materials from marketplace to marketplace. She also said she had 6 brothers at home and one in the army, one was Henry Kelly. I never spoke to any of them. She told me she had been married when very young in Wales. She was married to a collier, she told me the name was Davis or Davies, I think Davies. She told me she was lawfully married to him until he died in an explosion. She said she lived with him 2 or 3 years up to his death. She told me she was married at the age of 16 years. She came to London about 4 years ago, after her husband’s death. She said that she first went to Cardiff and was in an infirmary there 8 or 9 months and followed a bad life with a cousin whilst in Cardiff. When she left Cardiff, she said she came to London. In London she was first in a gay house in the West End of the Town. A gentleman there asked her to go to France. She described to me she went to France. As she told me
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