
  
    [image: Who Killed Constable Cock?]
  


  
    
      WHO KILLED CONSTABLE COCK?

      A VICTORIAN TRUE CRIME MURDER CASE

    

    
      
        ANGELA BUCKLEY

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Shad Thames Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2017, Angela Buckley

      

      

      

      
        
        The right of Angela Buckley to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs & Patents Act 1988

      

        

      
        All rights reserved.

        No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in any form or  by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

      

        

      
        Paperback ISBN: 978-0-9935640-2-4

        Ebook ISBN: 978-0-9935640-3-1

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For my parents

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: PC Nicholas Cock]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Map of crime scene]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Preface

      

    

    
      
        1. ‘The Little Bobby’

      

      
        2. A Murder of a Dastardly Character

      

      
        3. The Most Perfect Footprint

      

      
        4. A Mysterious Man

      

      
        5. A Wild Threat

      

      
        6. Disgraceful Language

      

      
        7. ‘A Cold-Blooded Tragedy’

      

      
        8. William Habron’s Last Hope

      

      
        9. Saved from the Shadows

      

      
        10. The Law’s Delay

      

    

    
      
        Further reading

      

      
        Acknowledgements

      

      
        About the author

      

      
        Also by Angela Buckley

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      There is no place like home and, although I left Manchester at the age of 18, to study in London, I still feel deeply connected to my city and it is one of my favourite places to research and write about. I grew up in Old Trafford, on the edge of Chorlton-cum-Hardy. It was a reasonably quiet district in the 1970s and 1980s - much more so than the city centre, or Moss Side where I went to school. However, a century earlier, it had been the scene of a shocking murder, which took place just near my family home.

      On 1 August 1876, PC Nicholas Cock was walking his beat at midnight. He had reached the junction of West Point, where he stopped to chat with a colleague when two shots rang out in the dark. The young police officer took a bullet to the chest and, shortly after, died of his injuries. His superior officer, Superintendent Bent knew exactly who the culprits were and instantly set out to frame them for his constable’s murder. This fascinating case led to a murder conviction, a startling twist and an astonishing confession by a notorious burglar.

      Using contemporary newspaper accounts and the original trial records, I am re-telling this case in full detail for the first time in 140 years. I have visited PC Cock’s grave and many of the places that feature in our shared history in Chorlton. This was my home too, and I feel privileged to have an opportunity to share Constable Cock’s tragic story.
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            ‘THE LITTLE BOBBY’

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ‘The circumstances of the sad affair are at present enshrouded to some extent in mystery, but the deed has been coolly and deliberately planned.’

      

        

      
        (Manchester Courier, 3 August 1876)

        1 August, 1876

      

      

      
        
        1 August, 1876

      

      

      There was very little moonlight as the young police officer set out from the village of Chorlton-cum-Hardy in Manchester. The night was cloudy but dry, and large trees overhung the deserted pathways as he followed his regular beat. After passing the fields of a local nursery, he made his way along Manchester Road towards the junction of West Point, a small grassy triangle in the middle of three main thoroughfares. A pleasant, tree-lined suburb of large residential houses and extensive gardens, its wealthy residents were in their beds, safely locked away from plunderers and prowlers from the lawless metropolis nearby.

      As he walked, 21-year-old PC Nicholas Cock overtook John Massey Simpson, a law student who was on his way home after spending a convivial evening with a friend. They continued together to the ‘jutting stone’, which marked the boundary of Cock’s route. Described in the local press as ‘dark and lonesome’, it was a meeting place for police constables to exchange information and pass on messages. At just before midnight, the men stopped to chat for a few minutes and were briefly joined by PC James Beanland, before they all went their separate ways.

      John Simpson turned away from the junction, down Upper Chorlton Road, heading towards his home near Manley Hall, a large villa built for a wealthy textiles merchant. Simpson had walked just 150 yards when two shots rang out in quick succession, followed immediately by cries of ‘Murder, murder! Oh, I’m shot!’ The student ran back to the junction as fast as he could and found PC Cock lying on the footpath, near a garden wall, while PC Beanland was blowing his whistle to call for assistance. Raising the prostrate police officer up from the ground, Simpson saw blood spurting from a wound in his chest.

      Two more officers arrived having heard the shots, while walking their beat on Seymour Grove, one of the main roads leading to the junction. PC Beanland bent down and cradled his colleague’s head, as Simpson unfastened his tunic. Seeing the extent of the fallen officer’s injuries, PC Beanland called out to two night soil men returning from Manchester after emptying the privies. The men placed PC Cock into one of their carts and conveyed him straight to the doctor’s surgery, a short distance along Upper Chorlton Road. A surgeon, who was summoned to assist, pronounced the young officer’s chances as ‘hopeless’, as the bullet had penetrated his right lung, causing heavy blood loss. Suffering from respiratory difficulties and severe chest pain, the police officer was laid on the sofa and given brandy, in an attempt to revive his spirits and numb the pain but, at 1.10 am, despite the doctors’ efforts, Nicholas Cock died.

      When news of the shooting reached Old Trafford police station, the senior officer had just retired to bed. On hearing the night bell, he got up immediately and asked the officer on duty what the matter was, who replied, ‘Cock is shot.’ Without a moment’s delay, Superintendent Bent went to Dr Dill’s surgery, arriving about 1 am, too late to help his junior officer. He watched helplessly as PC Cock breathed his last.

      

      Nicholas Cock was born in 1856 in Cornwall. He was the youngest of nine children, with four brothers and four sisters. By the time he was born, his brother, also named Nicholas, had died aged eight, of ‘brain disease’, which could have been meningitis. His father, Nicholas senior, was a lead and copper miner, and both he and his wife Elizabeth were illiterate.

      The Cock family lived in the villages near St Ive, not far from Liskeard. In 1861 they were living in Middlehill, where the two oldest sons both worked down the mine and a daughter, 20-year-old Maria, was employed as a copper dresser, which involved washing and sorting the ore after it had been extracted. Six years later, 59-year-old Nicholas senior died of dropsy, swelling caused by kidney or heart disease. Young Nicholas was just 11 years old.

      By the beginning of the 187os, teenage Nicholas was also working as a copper miner and lodging with his sister Elizabeth and her husband. As the decade wore on, many Cornish mines closed and, like thousands of other miners, Nicholas lost his job. He then moved to Durham, where he found employment as a collier with a large mining engineering firm. Just before Christmas in 1875, at the age of 20, he joined the Lancashire Constabulary, formed in 1839.

      Prior to 1839 the Lancashire boroughs had been policed by local constables until, following the Municipal Corporation Act of 1835, a single county force was created. Initially 502 officers policed a population of almost a million. In the early decades of the nineteenth century, the county had a high crime rate, with more arrests than in most other parts of the country. Throughout 1836 alone, just over 2,500 individuals were tried for serious offences at the county sessions and assizes courts. Eighty-nine per cent of trials were for theft.

      In 1875, a constable earned between 24 and 28 shillings a week, depending on his class and length of service. This was a similar income to industrial workers, such as warehousemen, tanners and rope-makers, but double that of a general labourer. This was a step up for Nicholas Cock, who obviously aspired to more than working down the mines or physical labour.

      PC Cock wore the customary dark blue buttoned tunic, with the collar numerals 1015, and a ‘coxcomb’ helmet, with a bronze badge bearing a Lancashire rose. The new-style ‘coxcomb’ helmets were first introduced by the Metropolitan Police in 1863, replacing the high top hat. They were so called because of a ridge that ran down the back of the helmet. Firearms and cutlasses were not standard issue to police constables, and so PC Cock was armed only with a staff. He also carried a whistle on a chain to alert his colleagues in emergencies.

      The young police officer was 5 feet 7 1/2 inches tall, which was two inches taller than the average height for a man in 1876. He had grey eyes, brown hair and a pale complexion. Assigned to Chorlton-cum-Hardy police station, he was a strong man, of medium stature but ‘very powerfully built’. Known locally as the ‘Little Bobby’, because of his youth, he had a reputation for sticking to the rules. Some locals found him officious and even ‘zealous’ in his pursuit of law breakers. On his death, the local press stated equivocally that ‘on the whole (he) had conducted himself well.’

      In the early hours of 2 August 1876, after hearing the news of PC Cock’s murder, Superintendent Bent instantly suspected the identity of his killers. With his prime suspects firmly in his sights, and without considering any other leads, he set out to prove their guilt.
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            A MURDER OF A DASTARDLY CHARACTER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ‘As naturally might be expected the occurrence created great sensation, not only in the immediate neighbourhood, but throughout the whole city.’

      

        
      
        (Manchester Courier, 3 August 1876)

      

      

      Chorlton-cum-Hardy is a suburb of Manchester, four and a half miles south-west of the city centre, now characterised by small shops, street cafés and delicatessens. Originally a rural village of wattle and daub cottages with thatched roofs, the tranquil farming community was surrounded by fields and meadows, with brooks running through them, and cultivated areas with nursery gardens. There were workers’ cottages, farms and some large estates with grand residences, such as the former home of the Mosleys at Hough End Hall, an Elizabethan manor house. Apart from agriculture, local people were engaged in hand loom weaving, which was carried out mostly at home.  Many women were in domestic service. Residents also worked in the marl and brick pits throughout the area. Marl was a lime-rich mudstone, used on the fields as fertiliser. Since the construction of the Duke of Bridgewater’s Canal in 1765 goods were transported from Chorlton to Manchester via the local town of Stretford. Bricks were manufactured in the township for export, and market gardeners cultivated potatoes, cabbages and other vegetables for sale in the city markets.

      
      Towards the end of the century, Chorlton began to develop into a more distinct suburb of the industrialised metropolis of Manchester. Factory owners and businesspeople moved out to the township’s leafy streets to escape the dirt and noise of the textile mills and factories. They built attractive red-brick villas with walled gardens, on tree-lined avenues. There were hotels and public houses and later, rows of shops to serve the thriving community’s needs. City workers travelled into Manchester by the omnibus service or twice-daily packet boats on the canal. Chorlton railway station opened in 1880, making it a desirable neighbourhood for commuters. Living in the vicinity of the junction of West Point were accountants, magistrates, merchants and manufacturers of textiles, metals and chemicals. Crime was low, compared to the dangerous streets of the city centre, making it: ‘one of the most respectable suburbs of Manchester…covered by villa residences of some considerable pretension’ (Manchester Courier, 27 November 1876).

      On New Year’s Day 1876, PC Cock took up his position at Chorlton police station. His superior officer was Superintendent Bent. James Bent was 48 years old and had joined the Lancashire Constabulary almost 30 years earlier. Born in Eccles, Salford in 1828, his father had been a member of the city’s ‘Old Watch’, which was later replaced by Sir Robert Peel’s professional new police force. Night watchmen were first appointed in 1285 to guard their local area by patrolling the streets after dark, with a lantern and a cutlass. In the seventeenth century, during the reign of Charles II, they became known as ‘Charlies’ and worked alongside the parish constable. Due to the low pay night watchmen were usually old and weak, as opportunities for the elderly and frail were limited. They were ridiculed by the general public and, by the nineteenth century, their duties were reduced to ‘crying the hours’ throughout the night.

      In his memoirs, Bent recalled his father wearing a low crowned hat with a yellow band. Although the watchmen had no official uniform, Bent remembered numbers being painted on his father’s coat each night with ochre. Bent’s father told him a story about explaining to a newly-engaged colleague on the watch that all he had to do was to call out the hours: ‘You will be at one side of the canal, and I shall be at the other, and when you hear me call the hour all you have to do is to call the same as me.’ At the required time, Bent senior called out, ‘Past ten o’clock, and a fine moonlight night,’ to which his colleague replied, ‘Same here.’

      James Bent began working in a silk mill at just seven years old. Prior to the Factory Acts, young children were treated harshly and endured severe punishment at the hands of the ‘overlooker’ (supervisor). Bent was beaten many times with a leather strap and sustained thick welts on his arms. On 7 November 1848, just before his twenty-first birthday, Bent joined the Lancashire Constabulary. His police record describes him as 5 feet 8 inches tall, with a fair complexion, grey eyes and sandy hair. He was married with two children when he began his career in Preston as a recruit, after which he was sent to the headquarters of the Manchester Division at Pendleton. He
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