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      ‘The stories related in the following pages – unlike so many of the so-called stories of detectives – are founded on facts, and are, from first to last, and in all their details, truthful histories of the crimes they purport to describe, and of the detection and punishment of the criminals.’

      
        
        Jerome Caminada, Twenty-Five Years of Detective Life, 1895
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            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      I came across Detective Jerome Caminada for the first time while I was researching my roots in our shared city of Manchester. The nineteenth century real-life sleuth was a member of the same ex-pat Italian community in Ancoats as my great-grandparents. Furthermore, in a more dubious link, one of my English ancestors kept a ‘house of infamous notoriety’ on Caminada’s beat in Deansgate, when he first joined the force as a constable. I studied Caminada’s memoirs for my biography, The Real Sherlock Holmes: The Hidden Story of Jerome Caminada, and was enthralled by his adventures.

      Jerome Caminada was born in 1844 in the slums at the heart of the city, opposite the Free Trade Hall. His parents were immigrants; his father was a cabinetmaker from Italy, and his mother’s family was Irish. Despite the loss of his father and five of his seven siblings, he survived an impoverished and precarious childhood to join the Manchester City police force, at the age of 23. After patrolling the infamous rookeries, where crime was rife, Caminada showed such aptitude for detective work that he was promoted into the Detective Department, where he served for almost 30 years, rising to the rank of superintendent.

      In 1895, towards the end of his career, Jerome Caminada published the first volume of his memoirs. Although he stated that he wrote up his cases following ‘the persuasions of many friends’, police detective autobiographies had become popular towards the end of the century, partly to counteract the rather plodding image of the police officer often portrayed in the newly-emerging genre of detective fiction. Caminada’s first volume of memoirs comprises some fifty cases from his experience of policing the streets of his city. I have selected 23 of the very best examples, which demonstrate the brilliance of Caminada’s detective abilities and which led to his becoming known, during his lifetime, as Manchester’s Sherlock Holmes. I have reproduced his words exactly, reducing slightly three of the cases to remove some irrelevant material. In this second edition I’ve added notes.

      My personal selection includes forgers, pickpockets, confidence tricksters and gambling racketeers. Caminada tells of his encounters with some extraordinary criminals, such as Robert Horridge, a notorious burglar who became the detective’s arch rival, and whom he faced in a deadly confrontation. Another was the Reverend Edward Silverton,  a well-respected Baptist minister and quack doctor who peddled fake potions to the worried well. Caminada also dealt with public disorder and unrest, battling with the Manchester Anarchists, who immortalised his efforts in a ballad, and the supporters of an MP who was on the run from justice in Ireland.

      In addition to criminal cases, Caminada’s writings provide an insight into life in Manchester in the aftermath of the Industrial Revolution, and the struggles of the poorest inhabitants of the city, many of whom were forced to resort to crime in order to survive. His reminiscences are as much social history as the diary of a police officer. Jerome Caminada relates his experiences with humour, compassion and with all his expertise as one of the finest detectives in the history of Manchester.

      
        
        Angela Buckley

        2025
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            A BEGINNER IN UNIFORM - MEETING A TARTAR

          

        

      

    

    
      One night whilst on duty, in uniform, in John Dalton Street, Deansgate, in the year 1868, I was called to by some person, and on turning round to answer my usual “Yes sir,” I was asked by some individual, in terms none too polite, “Have I to pay rates and taxes to keep such lazy fellows as you walking about the streets?” Without further ceremony or warning he gave me a blow on my nose, which made me reel; but when I turned upon him he took to his heels and ran into a beerhouse in Ridgefield.

      I was certainly a little nonplussed. To get a violent blow on the nose at 10.30 pm, on a cold March night, was not a very pleasant experience for a beginner, especially as the air was keen, and frozen snow was lying on the ground.

      I walked away from the beerhouse door, to return to my patrol in John Dalton Street, and just as I reached the corner of Ridgefield, and was turning into John Dalton Street, without the slightest warning I received a violent blow on the ear, whilst a voice exclaimed, “Take that! How do you like it?” I didn’t like it at all, and turning round saw that the person who had delivered the blows was the man who had given me the one on the nose a few minutes before. On my making for him, he pursued the same tactics as before and rushed into the beerhouse with me at his heels. Opposite the front door of the house there was a flight of stairs leading to a club-room of the very Loyal Order of _____.⁠1 Up these stairs my assailant rushed, but I managed to clutch him round the legs, and to drag him to the bottom. In the scuffle he managed to get my hand into his mouth, and began to bite away in right good fashion. Fortunately, he had no teeth, but he worked away so vigorously with his gums that I could feel the pain for weeks after. A crowd had by this time collected round the door. My man was a good deal heavier than I should like to tackle today; but at last I got fairly hold of him, and dragged him through the crowd to the Police Station.

      On the Monday morning, the prisoner, one Quinn, who kept a beerhouse, was placed in the dock of the Police Court. He asserted that I had been to his house and demanded beer, and because he would not give it to me I had threatened to have it in for him.

      It was clearly shown, however, that at the time he stated I was in his house, I was on special duty elsewhere, with a number of other officers. He then fixed another time; but this served him no better, as it was before I joined the police; so he was fined 10s 6d, with 5s costs.

      Though the matter was no joke at the time, I often smile when I come across my friend, the beerhouse-keeper Quinn.
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            MY BAPTISM OF BASE COINERS

          

        

      

    

    
      During the year 1869 a large number of complaints were made respecting base coins,⁠1 which had been put into circulation amongst the shopkeepers of the City of Manchester.

      Many persons were taken into custody for tendering these coins, but as the complaints increased, special orders were issued to run down the coiners, and I was one of the officers told off for this particular duty. Among the persons I was directed to “shadow” was “Brocky Dave”, a notorious criminal, who had been seen in company with a well-known coiner, and who, it was suspected, was in communication with the base coin mint.

      One Saturday evening about six o’clock I noticed “Dave” coming down Mason Street, and on getting nearer to him saw that he was carrying a box, from which a number of wires projected. As I followed him down one side of Shudehill Market I saw that two other officers were also on his track. I did not, however, attempt to speak to them, and we all three followed him through the city to Hardman Street, Deansgate, where he bolted down a passage and ran up a pair of stairs leading to the upper storeys of one of the houses. I found shelter behind a handcart standing near, and after a while I observed both the officers, neither of whom had seen me, go away. About two hours later another notorious thief, known by the name of “Raggey Burke,” left the premises “Dave” had entered, and turned in the direction of Salford. When he arrived opposite the Commercial Hotel, in Hardman Street, I saw him take something from his pocket and examine it under a lamp. Whilst he was thus engaged I walked up and arrested him. As soon as he saw me he flung a parcel to the ground, and a working man standing close by called my attention to it. The interference of the stranger so disgusted “Raggey” that he said he was not a man or he would assist a fellow when he saw him in the lion’s mouth, and not “snitch” (tell) upon him; upon which the other retorted by telling him to go and work for his living like other people, then “he would not have hold of you.”

      Whilst this was going on I picked up the parcel, and on taking “Raggey” to the Police Station and searching him found three base half-crowns in his pocket, and sixteen others in the parcel.

      “Where do you live?” I asked.

      “You know all about it,” he replied.

      It soon became evident from his conversation that he suspected “Dave” had “rounded” upon him. I did not undeceive him, and on mentioning that I had seen “Dave” go into the same house, he replied, “Yes, he gave you the strength of it. I can see now why he went for the battery, and his game in going to Marshall Street.” This was capital news for me. At this time I had never seen a “battery,” though I had often heard of them, so taking two other officers with me I immediately set off for the house mentioned. Arriving there, I took off my shoes, and leaving them with the officers who were standing in the passage, or hovel, I crept upstairs in my stocking feet. In the back room of the first floor I heard someone talking, and on carefully examining the partition found it consisted of wood. I discovered a small opening between the boards, and through it could see “Dave” and “Scotch Jimmy,” a third well-known character, busily working at something which lay upon a table before them. Listening, I found that they were talking of the recent death of a well-known receiver of stolen goods.

      Returning quickly to my colleagues I put on my boots, and we all three crept quietly upstairs. Flinging myself with my whole weight against the door it burst open, and in we all three flew. A few seconds sufficed to secure the coiners. Leaving an officer in charge until I had taken the prisoners to the Detective Office, I returned, and, searching the premises, found the battery to which “Raggey Burke” had referred, a number of moulds, a quantity of tools, plaster of paris, several bottles of acids, and other things used in the manufacture of base coins.

      When the three men were placed together at the Detective Office, “Raggey” was very sore with “Dave,” and “Dave” showed a similar feeling towards “Raggey,” each believing that the other had informed of him, whilst “Scotty” was wild with both, telling them that they had been using “garden stuff,” meaning that they had been giving information.

      Being placed in a cell together settled their differences, and on Monday morning when before the Court admitted that it was “a fair cop,” especially as one of my colleagues gave evidence of watching “Dave” on his way to Hardman Street the previous Saturday.

      The prisoners were sent to the Assizes, and tried before Mr Justice Brett, on January 15th, 1870, “Raggey” being indicted for having three base half-crowns in his pocket, and the other two for coining, and being in possession of implements for such a purpose. “Dave” and “Raggey” were each sentenced to fourteen years’, and “Scotch Jimmy” to seven years’ penal servitude.

      The previous convictions against “Brocky Dave,” whose name was John L___, alias Nicholson, alias Fletcher, were as follows: June 28th, 1850, illegally pawning, 42 days; March, 1851, at Liverpool Assizes, robbery, seven years’ penal servitude; August 25th, 1856, larceny, six years’ penal servitude; February 23rd, 1864, stealing money, six months’; June, 1868, at Manchester Sessions, felony, eighteen months’.

      This was the severest blow that the coining fraternity in this quarter had received for many years, and for a long time after there were no complaints. I may add that “Raggey” had served previous terms of four years’ penal servitude and ten years’ penal servitude, and was one of the convicts tried for the mutiny at Dartmoor about 1865, and for that offence was flogged.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            A “GHOST” IN A PIANO CASE

          

        

      

    

    
      One day, a complaint was made at the Manchester Detective Office by a very respectable firm in the City, that music was continually being stolen from the concerts which they held in the Free Trade Hall. The matter was taken into hand, but the pilfering continued. Every concert night music was missing, and no clue could be obtained to the thief.

      At length I arranged with the firm to have a large piano box made in such a manner that I could enter it and let myself out whenever necessity required. Holes were bored in such a way that I could see, when inside the case, all that was passing around me. When the box was completed and had been delivered at the Free Trade Hall, I got inside it, no one having the slightest knowledge of its unmusical contents. As the time for the concert drew near, the librarian, who was in charge of the music, took up his position; the musicians commenced to tune their instruments, and everything being in order a move was made for the platform, leaving the worthy knight, who conducted the orchestra, and the librarian alone with the piano box and myself in the ante-room. I had often been told in answer to my inquiries of the trust that was reposed in the old librarian, and not a tittle of suspicion rested on him in the minds of his employers.

      The concert commenced at 7.30 pm, and Sir ___ having proceeded to his duties, the old gentleman was then in sole charge of the room.

      Everything went on right until the interval of ten minutes at 8.50, when the room was again filled with the performers, bustling, hurrying and tuning their instruments.

      The concert was resumed, the ante-room again cleared, and the old librarian and myself were once more together. The concert had proceeded about half-an-hour, when the old gentleman began to be very busy looking over the music.

      In a short time I saw by his features that he had come across something which drew his attention and gave him pleasure. After glancing at the piece of music, he looked round, made sure, as he supposed, that he was alone, saw that the doors were closed, and then drew two sheets of music from the pile and put them into his pocket. I remained perfectly quiet. After the concert the room was again filled, the old gentleman was exceedingly pleasant and fussy, with a good word and a nod for everyone, and at length they all dispersed. I was now in a fix. The difficulty with me was how to get out of my hiding place, for a number of the musicians had placed their fiddles and other instruments against the case. To add to my troubles, while I was devising some scheme to release myself, the gasman appeared with the long stick to turn out the gas. I cried out in a suppressed voice, which, coming from the hollow box, made it seem unearthly, “Shift these fiddles.” “Oh!” cried the man, starting back, and looking straight at one of the bass fiddles, as if it had addressed him - “What’s that?”

      I saw through one of the holes in the box that the man was trembling with fright, and perhaps would have run away; but as he received no answer to his question he became re-assured, and again lifted his stick to put out the gas, when I bawled out in right good earnest, “Shift these fiddles from the piano case, man, and let me out. I am no ghost, but flesh and blood like yourself.”

      The poor fellow, with hair almost standing on end, obeyed, and when I emerged from my temporary prison I saw that he was in a cold perspiration, and almost ready to drop. All the blood having forsaken his face, he looked really more like a ghost than I did.

      I had, however, accomplished my task. The pilferer was found out; but the firm declined to prosecute.

      I have never since been able to conciliate the Free Trade Hall gasman; nor would Mr Tennant, the manager, induce him to speak to me.
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            RACECOURSE THIEVES

          

          A CHIEF CONSTABLE ROBBED - HOW I WAS AIDED BY A SHARPER

        

      

    

    
      During the racing season there is a large class of thieves who attend the principal meetings, not only for the purpose of committing robberies, but for “plucking” any “greenhorn” across whom they may come.⁠1 The ranks of this fraternity are recruited from the gutter-children, who can be seen in the streets of all our large towns, selling newspapers, matches, and other small articles. Neglected at home, and congregating together, these waifs naturally learn vice from each other. In competition for a living they become shrewd and clever, and once they take to bad ways, rapidly develop into dangerous characters. Another class who supply the ranks of the racecourse thieves is that of the youth of good education, but limited means. Beginning to dabble in sporting matters, he soon over-reaches his resources, and often afterwards getting into trouble and losing his situation, becomes clerk to some book-maker, gradually drifting thereafter into the dangerous business which too often follows.

      The racecourse thief is no ordinary criminal. Men of this stamp are exceedingly cautious. They deliberately prepare their plans; so that when they come to perform their work there is no hesitation from the time they enter upon the business until they dispose of their plunder.

      These thieves, as a rule, work in gangs. It is not unusual for one of the “bloke-buzzers,”⁠2 as they are called, when pressing through the entrance turn-stile in the crush at a racecourse, to push off some person’s hat. The innocent one puts up his hands to save the hat; the rest of the group gather round, one taking care to put his arms under those of his victim and to hold them in this position, while another quickly abstracts the victim’s watch, purse, or pocket-book.

      There is no little danger attending the arrest of these thieves on a racecourse, frequented at times by fifty or sixty thousand people interested in betting, many of whom are swindlers, sharpers,⁠3 and others, who have no sympathy with the police. In such places a great rush can easily be organised; especially when the distance to the police station is a mile or two away. In some cases, however, the prison van is brought on to the course, so that offenders can be locked up at once, and conveyed from the course at the end of the day. At these times it is customary for detective officers to be sent from the principal towns in the kingdom to the race meetings for the purpose of checking the operations of these clever thieves and swindlers.

      My first experience of being sent from home was on this very duty. It was the day the Grand National Steeplechase was run at Aintree Racecourse, near Liverpool, in the year 1871. The Superintendent of the County Police placed me with a police constable,⁠4 who for the occasion had been put in plain clothes. Whilst watching the arrivals at the railway station, I noticed among them two men whose appearance seemed to me to denote that they followed no legitimate calling. Intimating to my colleague that we would follow this couple, I saw them enter one of the booths on the race ground, where they remained until the bell rang for the course to be cleared. Among the welshers,⁠5 and others who came out of the booth, I observed the two we had followed, and told my colleague to keep his eye upon me whilst I “dogged” them. They went towards the grand stand, but stopped opposite the brick bars, upon which is a stand of an inferior class. At this point the space between the bars and the enclosure is considerably narrowed, and being one of the busiest parts of the course a great crowd always congregates there. A man was consulting his race-card, which he held in both hands. One of the men I was watching placed himself at one side of this person and began to consult his own card, at the same time contriving to get one of his elbows underneath that of the victim, thus holding his arm in its place while “covering” his confederate. The latter stood behind, and, putting his arms underneath the elbows of the two men, drew a gold watch from the pocket of the first named. This was all done in much less time than I have taken to describe it.

      On the bell being again rung for the horses to come upon the course, the rush of people was so great that I was carried away, and lost both of the light-fingered gentlemen as well as my colleague. It would be impossible for me to attempt to describe my feelings at that moment. Here, on the first occasion when I was sent away from home on special duty, I had just been on the point of making an excellent capture and of earning the approval of my superiors, when all in a moment the opportunity was swept away. Gloomy and despondent I placed myself against one of the stumps, which stood in front of the brick bars, and watched the thousands of people who passed after the race. When the stream had gone by, whom should I see, to my great delight, advancing towards me but the two thieves I wanted. They were looking back, evidently with the intention of discovering whether they were followed. I walked on about fifty yards before them, and coming to a convenient place lay down upon the grass. I watched them go into a field near the railway station, where they disguised themselves in such a manner that they could not, as they thought, be identified. Whilst this change was taking place I caught sight of my colleague, to whom I contrived to get near, and I induced him to take off his overcoat in order the better to hide the palpable outline of a policeman. The thieves bought a couple of oranges from a woman who was standing with a basket near a footpath in the field, and upon the bell being sounded for the next race, instead of making for the courses, they dashed across the field to the railway station. We followed, and on arriving at the station I left my colleague outside, having no fear that my make-up would be discovered. I entered the station after them. They walked up to a person whom I suspected would be the “fence” or receiver of stolen property, and seeing something pass from one to the other I made a rush at the two men, grabbed one in each hand, and dragged them into a wooden shed, which then served as a waiting-room, the “fence” jumping at the same time into a departing train. The suddenness of the attack seemed to paralyse the thieves, and the people on the platform, not knowing what to make of the matter, became alarmed and ran away. This stampede attracted the notice of the officials, and on their running in to see what was the matter, I called upon them in the name of the Queen to assist me. This they did; and on searching the thieves I pulled from the pocket of one a gold watch, minus the bow, about £24 in cash, and a passage ticket to America; while from the other I took about £12 10s in money.

      “To whom does this watch belong?” I asked.

      “It is my own,” replied the man from whom I had received it.

      “Do you generally wear it without a bow?” was my next inquiry. But to this I received no answer.

      “What is your business?” I asked.

      “A solicitor’s clerk,” said the first thief, sullenly.

      “Where do you come from, and what is your master’s name?”

      “I decline to tell you” was the curt reply.

      The usual threats of pains and penalties followed, and I was to be made to “sit up properly.” Disregarding all this bounce I requested one of the railway servants to call in my colleague. To him I handed one of the men, and I myself took charge of the other.

      The following day a gentleman who had seen the scuffle at the station informed me that a gentleman who was staying at the same hotel as himself had lost his watch on the racecourse. I waited upon the gentleman referred to, and he identified the watch which I had thus recovered. The prisoners were convicted and sentenced to six months’ imprisonment with hard labour.

      My first experience of racecourse duty was therefore distinctly encouraging from a detective’s point of view.

      Some years later I was on duty at the same racecourse, Mr Boyes, now Chief Inspector of the Liverpool Detective Police, being my colleague. We were asked to take charge of the grand stand and its surroundings.

      On the first day of the race two robberies were reported. The next day, the “Grand National” was to be run. This event always brings together a large concourse of people. While Mr Boyes and I were inspecting the ring, I saw three men whom I suspected were “working” together. A little further away was an aged gentleman walking with a stick as if troubled with rheumatism. The shortest of the three men, all of whom were made up as “swells,”⁠6 knocked against this gentleman, and before the sufferer could recover from the shock I saw the swell thief put his hand into the gentleman’s inside coat pocket.

      “Ring,” I said to my colleague, meaning that we should disguise ourselves, and this we did immediately, turning to one side for the purpose. I watched the gang over my colleague’s shoulder. They took up their position against a gentleman wearing an Albert overcoat. One of the three, a tall, dark, man, wearing a pair of eye-glasses, stood close to him, whilst another of the gang, whose appearance much resembled that of a respectable publican, got behind. This second man pressed forward, while the other, standing upon his toes, as if to see over the people’s heads in front of him, held his glasses to his eyes with one hand, and placed the other on the shoulder of the gentleman as if to steady himself. As this was taking place the little “swell,” with lightning speed, unbuttoned the gentleman’s coat, felt his pockets, but without finding anything.

      The gang then separated, but met again a short distance away. After some conversation they went upon the grand stand. As the principal race of the meeting was in progress it caused a great flutter and bustle, everyone being anxious to obtain as good a view as possible, and there was a considerable crush.

      In the crowd was a gentleman, who, as he afterwards told us, had for safety buttoned both his overcoat and undercoat from top to bottom, placing his purse in his inside breast pocket. The same tactics were pursued upon him as in the other case. The little swell boldly unbuttoned both the coats, detached the bar of the gentleman’s albert chain from the buttonhole and drew the watch from his pocket with the chain attached and handed it to the tall man, who at once hurried down the stairs. With all their cleverness, however, they had fallen into a trap, for on the receiver’s arrival at the bottom I stopped him and gave him into the custody of the Liverpool police. I repeated the operation upon his little companion who followed, and gave instructions that the hands of the men were to be secured until my arrival at the Detective Office. The third man did not come down the stairs until the race was over. He had no sooner made his appearance than I seized him and lifted him completely off his feet, carrying him bodily into the Police Office, a distance of thirty or forty yards away, to the astonishment of a many good people.

      As I began to search them, the first arrested inquired, “What do you want?”

      “Clocks” (the slang name
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