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PROLOGUE
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As dusk descended on New Year’s Eve 1901 in the quiet village of Southborough in the County of Kent, England, the nineteen hundred residents were all in good spirits, eagerly anticipating celebrating the arrival of 1902. Not a single soul could have imagined that a fiendish and revolting rape and murder of a local seven-year-old girl was about to occur and disrupt their lives for the next three months. The “outrage” as it was referred to, shocked Edwardian society and caused fear and disquiet throughout the district, attracted national and international press coverage and the unwelcome morbid attention of thousands of sightseers. 

Few residents were to remain untouched by it in the close-knit community. The Coroner described it as ‘diabolical and gruesome, a crime so cruel in its inception and so repulsive in the details of its execution;’ the trial Judge defined it as ‘the most savage and cruel murder within my experience.’ Although infanticide and rape of children was not uncommon, the horrific way the child was killed, and the body disposed of, made the incident more monstrous and notorious. 

At the time of the murder Southborough was a picturesque and small thriving community perched on a hill overlooking steep wooded slopes of the North Weald. It is sandwiched between the famous major spa town of Tunbridge Wells two miles to the south and the town of Tonbridge three miles to the north. It’s only claim to fame was for being a centre for manufacturing cricket balls, a game that had been played on its seventy-acre common since 1794. Most of its inhabitants were employed in agriculture and it had a busy livestock market. 

The murder took place just north of the village in a byway named Vauxhall Lane, one of the most unfrequented areas in the district with the Vauxhall Inn public house at the top end and just a couple of farms laid back from the road along the rest of its two-mile length. After dark it was a very foreboding area and to this day remains a grim place at night. 

The police were under pressure from the beginning to solve the crime quickly but were hampered by the lack of the technological and forensic assets that modern policing enjoy. It was early days in the investigation of crime and with the exception of Scotland Yard in London most police forces had no specialised detective departments until the late 1800s. The science of forensics was basic at best and of little help to them. Finger printing was only just being trialled in some cities, CCTV and DNA testing was nearly a century in the future. There was not even a test to distinguish between human and animal blood. There was no thought of approaching a crime scene “using the path of least common approach” or “bagging evidence” in order to preserve it. Therefore, most convictions were gained by collecting circumstantial evidence and this lack of corroborative forensics led to many accused persons being wrongly convicted on just witness testimony. The legal process was also convoluted with inquest and investigative magistrate hearings, grand juries and assize courts. 

At the time the availability of adequate communication and transport was also an issue. The only means of distance transport available was by horseback, train or hired cab and there were only twenty police bicycles in the whole of the County of Kent, so officers completed their beat on foot. There were only a few telephone lines and messages were passed by telegram, post or runner. So, when solving serious crime, the police were always handicapped.

It was in this context that Superintendent Robert Styles, head of the Tonbridge Division, Kent County Constabulary was faced in solving the murder. It was protocol for the County Divisional superintendents to immediately refer high profile complex cases requiring specialist investigation to Kent’s fledgling detective department in Maidstone and this is exactly what Styles did. It had only been operating since 1896 and its officers were still on a learning curve in detection methods and procedures. The unit consisted of just a sergeant and three constables responsible for the whole County and was the equivalent of the modern Flying Squad or Sweeney.

Heading the department was a much respected and renowned newly promoted officer in the form of First-Class Detective Sergeant Edwin Fowle. He had only been in charge for a year and found himself suddenly being leading investigator in his first high profile murder case. He had a natural aptitude for detective work, was always smartly dressed and wearing a Derby hat; a stickler for correct police procedure and was to have an unrivalled record of success as a detective. 

This true story recounts his investigation of this ghastly murder of Frances Eliza O’Rourke. All the characters are real, and no invented persons or storylines have been included as the fascinating details of this factual story renders this unnecessary, but some of the dialogue and scenes have been fictionalised.
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1. New Year’s Eve 1901
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Frances Eliza O’Rourke, familiarly known as Fran was seven and a half years old going on ten, a vivacious and popular young girl described by her parents as of a bright and happy disposition, willing and useful in the house and their right hand. Her proud parents adored her. At about 2pm on New Year’s Eve 1901 she was standing in front of the mirror in the hallway of her parent’s house at 15 Elm Road, in the village of Southborough. She was adjusting her attire in readiness to run an errand for her father. She lived in a hectic household with her three younger sisters, Maudie, Nellie and Bertha, a new arrival only six months old. As usual she had helped her mother, who was also called Frances, organise breakfast and to wash and dress her other two sisters while her mother had devoted her energies to feeding and caring for baby Bertha. Being the eldest, Frances had gladly taken on the role of helping with her sisters and household chores. She was a good girl and had helped tidy and clean the house before preparing lunch and was now looking forward to her trip out. 

Her father was thirty-year-old John Lancy O’Rourke a journeyman tailor by trade who worked from home. At lunch he had asked her to deliver a parcel containing trousers he had shortened for Jenkinson & Sons; an outfitters shop in Tunbridge Wells where he had been employed for many years. Fran loved helping her father and on these trips she liked to look her best and grown up. She had dressed in her distinctive new bright white straw boater with a black band which she had received for Christmas and was making sure it was sitting straight. She was proud of her wardrobe which that day included a brown checked ulster jacket over a blue serge frock, and she had wrapped a white neckerchief around her neck for added fashion. She wore black stockings, and her brown boots were clean. She was also proud of her long dark tresses that hung down her back. She stood back to admire herself and thought she looked rather stylish. Although not freezing cold it was still a chilly day and she wanted to keep warm. She was quite a tall girl, and her parents often told her she looked two or three years older which pleased her as she liked the idea of this. Having satisfied herself that her attire was perfect she went in search of her father. She walked into the back parlour and found him sitting at the table busily stitching.

‘There you are Fran, I was wondering where you were,’ said her father indulgently. 

‘Sorry, Papa, I was making sure my new boater looked smart.’

‘You look very pretty in it my dear. Suits you. Now the package I want you to take to Mr Jenkinson is on the sideboard and here is a bill for six shillings he owes me. Make sure you give it to him.’

‘I will.’

Fran picked up the brown paper parcel tied with string, ‘What is in the parcel?’ she asked.

‘There are two trousers; a blue serge and a black pair with stripes which I have taken up. Whatever you do don’t drop them in a puddle and get them wet.’

‘Of course not Papa.’ Fran gave a sigh as she had always been very diligent on past occasions without any mishaps. She had taken and collected packages to the shop since early August and enjoyed doing it. She liked Mr Bourdain the foreman cutter as he was kind to her.

‘Can I have a ha’penny to buy some sweets please?’ She asked using one of her most charming smiles.

‘Sorry Fran I don’t think I have a hap pence.’

‘Oh, please,’ she tried again.

‘I have a farthing, which will have to do my girl,’ he said handing over the coin with another indulgent smile.

‘Thank you Papa.’

‘What is the time Fran?’

‘It is twenty past two.’

‘Well, you better get a hurry on. No dawdling either, as I want you back before dark as being New Year’s Eve it’s not a night to be out late,’ added her mother from the scullery door.

‘Yes, Mama,’ she sighed again.

John took her to the front door and watched with a smile on his face as she skipped up the road. He was devoted to her and trusted her as she was a bright and intelligent girl. She seemed so lively and happy as she disappeared down the street.

‘Get back as soon as you can,’ he shouted and closed the front door.

She liked to day dream while walking into town and to window shop particularly at the ladieswear shops. She hoped one day to be able to afford the long dresses, cloaks and furs and smart hats that she admired on the ladies that walked by her. She stood and watched a carriage pass by driven by a man in uniform with a footman. She waved to a lady in a hat peering out the carriage window at her who smiled and waved back. Perhaps that might be me one day she thought once I have married a rich young man. She hurried on. It was about an hour’s walk to the tailors shop which she never found a problem, but she did want to get back quickly as being New Year’s eve the family were having a special meal later. She made it to the shop in good time arriving at about 3.20pm and was greeted by Phillip Bourdain.

‘Hello Frances, I see you have brought our parcel. How are you?’ 

‘Fine, Sir,’

‘And your father and mother?

‘They are well too.’

‘That’s good.’ 

Fran gave Phillip her father’s note . She often spent time talking to the staff about school and other things and looking round, but on this occasion she didn’t stay too long as they were busy so after twenty minutes or so she informed Phillip she was going home. 

He asked, ‘Now I want you to do a favour for me Frances and take this pair of Eton trousers to your father. I have parcelled it up with a note inside. Is that alright?’

‘Yes, sir. I’ll look after it.’

‘I’m sure you will. Thank you Frances,’ he said handing her the small parcel in a black wrapper commonly used by tailors.

‘See you next time and Happy New Year.’

‘Thank you Mr Bourdain, and Happy New Year to you,’ replied Fran leaving the shop.

‘Such a polite girl he muttered as he returned to his cutting. 

It was about ten minutes to four when she headed for home and the sun was low in the sky. She quickened her pace as it was already getting dark and had started to rain. She spotted some girls she knew on the other side of the road and had a quick chat to one of them but was in too much of a hurry to linger. Half way home she was aware that a horse and cart was keeping pace with her, and she turned to look at it. A young man was driving and was looking over at her with a smile. He called over to her, but at first she ignored him and continued walking. He called out again, but she couldn’t hear what he was saying so she stopped. She vaguely recognised him, but there were so many carters that used the road. The cart pulled up and the man asked her if she wanted a lift. At first she declined as she didn’t normally accept rides but then thinking she needed to get home quickly and the driver seemed a nice lad, she accepted the offer. She walked across the road and tried to climb up, but the step was high, and she struggled, so the man took her hand and pulled her up.

*
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Twenty-year-old Harold Apted sat at the breakfast table at 69 Woodside Road, Tonbridge opposite his elderly father Thomas while his mother Ellen busied herself cooking. He listened to his father’s laboured breathing. He wasn’t a well man. He had been a hard worker for too many years, first on the land, then as a builder and finally setting up a small coal merchant business hauling coal, coke and faggots of wood. He had been forced to in order to support the family that never seemed to stop growing. Harold was the last of six brothers and five sisters that arrived over a period of twenty-five years. No wonder his mother looked so worn out. He loved his mother and smiled at her as she placed a plate of bacon and eggs in front of him.

Most of his siblings had now flown the nest, got married and moved out from what had been a noisy hectic household. Now it was just Harold and his 23-year-old brother Charlie at home, but his married brother John lived a few doors down the road at number 33. Charlie had already left for work. He was lucky. He had a job as a cricket ball maker with Mr Cockerill next door who had a small workshop. It was a thriving industry in town. In fact, all his brothers had done well, finding apprenticeships and becoming plumbers, builders, gas fitters and working on the railway which he resented to a certain degree. 

Harold had tried to emulate his brothers. When thirteen he had got a job in a machine shop in the High Street and stayed there for a few years but couldn’t settle down to it so in 1895 aged seventeen he got a job with Mr Hall the cycle and motor maker and was soon entrusted with renting out the cycles. He had enjoyed that but according to the Tonbridge Free Press one day after a heavy snowfall he had thrown snowballs at his fellow workers, and they complained to the boss. It wasn’t the first time he had been warned about his bad behaviour and so he was sacked. He didn’t argue over it as he didn’t like the job that much. That was February 1897. His parents were not happy with his conduct, and he had a telling off from his father. His parents were religious and the family well respected in the area and they had made sure their youngest son had grown up as a regular church goer. Most people who knew him regarded him as a quiet, inoffensive and respectable young fellow. In fact, Harold had been a member of the Church Lads Brigade, a chorister and regular of Miss Warner’s Bible class, something Ellen was proud of. She loved her son. But Harold was a bit of a rebel at heart, always well behaved in company so everyone who knew him had little idea of his true character. But now he was stuck at home, beholden to his father and forced to help carry on the family business. He wasn’t entirely satisfied with his life. Harold finished his breakfast and put on his coat and cloth cap over his dark suit and pair of brown leggings. 

Being New Year’s Eve, he was looking forward to finishing work and having a celebratory drink with his new girlfriend named May to end the day. It would only be their third date and she was a “looker” and Harold was already keen on her. He knew it was going to be a long day as Tuesdays were always busy. Harold had tried to diversify his work whenever possible and had contracts with local farmers and slaughterhouses to deliver calves and livestock they had acquired at the Tuesday Tonbridge market. 

‘I’m off now,’ he said to his parents.

His father looked up and asked, ‘Have you got much on at the market?’ 

‘Yes Dad, seven or eight calves to drop off to Mr Semple’s and another slaughterhouse.’

‘Drive careful son, and don’t push that poor horse too hard. He’s too old now.’

‘Yes Dad.’ 

Their cart horse was a very old chestnut and should have been retired long before, but they couldn’t afford to get a new younger one. The same could be said for their cart which had also seen better days. Harold had converted it with side boards when he began transporting livestock to keep them in and strengthened the floor with planks as well. He would carry any cargo he could get hold of and often moved furniture and other goods. 

The family rented a stable and yard from George Gilham a furniture upholsterer who had a workshop in Priory Street at the junction with Pembury Road just a ten-minute walk away. It was part of Gilham’s business premises. Harold unlocked the gate and went into the stable, greeting the horse who gave him a mournful snort in return. He owned one of the popular small four-wheeled open carts pulled by one horse, not one of the large waggons which needed at least two horses. He hitched the horse and headed at a gentle trot to the cattle market in Bank Street below the castle. He chatted to other carters and farmers that he knew and watched the livestock being auctioned. He loved the market banter and the busy and noisy atmosphere of the place. 

Once the auction had ended, Phillip Emery who knew Harold, offered to help him load the seven calves he had been hired to transport. One of them had a leader rope on him and Harold dragged the indignant howling calf to the cart with the others following along. Phillip jumped up onto the cart and Harold lifted them up to him one by one. The last one to be loaded had the long rope attached and Harold didn’t want it to tangle so he retrieved his knife from his pocket and cut it off. He then jumped up onto the seat, said thanks and goodbye to Phillip and headed down the main road that led from Tonbridge down to Southborough heading for the slaughterhouse belonging to Mr Semple. It took him nearly an hour, but he wasn’t in a hurry. He offloaded three of the calves with the help of Frank Kemp who worked there. It was now lunchtime.

Frank was at a loose end with nothing more to do until later so at the suggestion of Harold he said he would accompany him to the Black Horse pub in Camden Road for a drink. So, they trotted through the town over Grosvenor bridge and down Quarry Road reaching the pub about 3pm with the remaining calves still in the back. Harold was in a good mood and the two had a good old natter while Harold downed “two-twos” of whisky, and they came out of the pub just before 4pm. Frank said he would walk back, and Harold climbed up and feeling relaxed decided he fancied another drink. So, he continued on to Forest Road and pulled up outside the Spread-Eagle pub just after 4pm. Having tied up the horse he went in and was just about to order another whiskey when another friend of his named Arthur Webb entered the bar. Arthur was also a carter and had seen his cart outside and spotted the calves in the back. He was with his father and the two of them wondered what Harold was up to and on entering spotted him ordering a drink at the bar. Harold saw Arthur and his father and called out, ‘What are you doing here?’

‘We saw the calves in the cart outside and wondered what you were up to,’ Arthur replied.

‘Having a drink what else. Fancy joining me?’

Arthur answered, ‘Well as you’re offering we’ll both have a rum,’

The three of them chatted and then Arthur, who could see that Harold was getting a little merry, said, ‘Who are those calves for?’

‘They’re for John Priestly the butcher in Calverley road,’

Arthur was worried about the well-being of the calves, so he said, ‘don’t you think he’ll be wondering where they are by now?’

‘I reckon,’ responded Harold disinterestedly.

‘Tell you what, how about us doing you a favour by driving them up there for you ?’

At this point Harold started to sing and Arthur had difficulty getting his attention again.

‘It’s only a half mile from here. I’ll be back before you know it.’

‘Why not. I wish you would,’ Harold answered mid song.

So, Arthur and his father left Harold singing while they took the calves to Priestly, a master butcher who owned a shop at 25 Calverley Road. When they returned Harold was still singing and greeted them loudly saying to Arthur, ‘Now you’re back I’ll sing you another song.’

Arthur described Harold as being a “bit lively” at this point and they persuaded him to leave and all three jumped onto Harold’s cart. Arthur and his father asked to be dropped off by St. Peters Church in Bayhall Road where Arthur noticed the clock showed 4.30pm. Then Harold headed back to Southborough as the light faded along Calverley Road and St John’s Road. It was now raining but Harold in his open cart wasn’t bothered and carried on as he was enjoying his afternoon drinking session. As he neared the stables he went into the British Volunteer Pub at 7 Priory Road which was a regular haunt of his as it was the nearest drinking establishment to his stable. Thomas Hinckley the landlord greeted him and knew him well as he usually came in on Tuesday market day. Frederick Charles Kisby, a long-term friend of Harold’s was also in there. It was about 5.15pm and the pub was quite empty except for a children’s party so he chatted to Harold and was surprised he only ordered a soda water before leaving. Fred had seen him in the cart about ten minutes earlier and had hailed him but got no response, probably because it was raining so hard.

Harold then returned to the stables and bedded down and fed the horse before walking home. He greeted his parents and washed up changing his dirty leggings before sitting down to tea. After the table was cleared he got out his accounts and aimlessly worked on them for a while. Then he put on his coat and headed for his local pub, the Foresters Arms which was just three hundred yards round the corner. He had arranged to meet up with his new girlfriend May Poole who worked in a drapery store and was the same age as him. This was to be his third date and he was looking forward to it. When he arrived at the pub at ten to seven she wasn’t there but a good friend of his 18-year-old Frank Adams was at the bar. Frank was a family friend training to be a blacksmith with his father and lived a few doors down from Harold at 31 Woodside, next door to Harold’s brother John at 33. They had a drink together and chatted until May arrived at quarter past seven, when Frank made a considerate departure to the bar. After having a good time Harold walked her home to Lodge
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